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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      

      2 weeks before Christmas

      

      Black Jack’s is packed to the rim. The tables are full and bodies are lined against the bar. I take the Thursday night shift because it’s one of the busiest nights of the week. Only my legs are killing me tonight from an intense gymnastics practice this afternoon. I’m dreaming of a warm shower. A bath would be even better, but my house doesn’t have one. I just have to get through another two hours. The countdown is on. I don’t have classes early on Friday, which is why I take the late shift Thursday.

      I walk up to a table filled with football players. Everyone knows who they are. “What can I get everyone?” I ask with the iPad ready in my hand to take orders.

      “How about you for the evening?” a guy named Eli says. I’m used to guys hitting on me at work. It seems to be an occupational hazard, but I never hook up with them. I had a friend I had casual sex with during my first two years of college but he’s in a committed relationship, so we ended last year.

      “Eli, I need you to order. It’s a full house tonight,” I say curtly but with a smile because I want a nice tip. “It’s going to take time to get the orders ready.” And we close in two hours.

      “Right, I’ll take the cheeseburger and fries.” He winks. I don’t know why he feels the need to wink. There is nothing flirtatious about me taking his order.

      I move on to the next five guys at the table. Once I get their orders, I turn to the next table in my section. Great, more jocks. These guys are on the hockey team. I heard they had a home game tonight; must be why they are here so late.

      I walk up to their table and take their order. I’ve met these guys. Two of my friends are living in the hockey house, since their dorm flooded and they had nowhere to go. One of the hockey players is Hayden, who is my good friend Ruby’s brother.

      “What can I get you?” I ask Hayden.

      He taps his chin. “A plate of dirty nachos for the table.”

      “Fuck yeah,” a guy named Aaron says from beside him. “A pound of spicy wings would be great too.” Aaron adds. He’s the kind of guy who’s too good-looking for his own good. The type of guy I make sure to stay miles away from.

      “Sure thing,” I reply, ignoring my body heating from his warm green eyes and searing smile.

      I take Luc’s order next, he’s the goalie, followed by Finn, who is their captain. He was secretly hooking up with one of my best friends, Charlie for most of the semester.

      I head over to the bar to collect a round of drinks for a table when I feel a palm connects with my ass, followed by a sting.

      Oh hell no.

      I turn to see one of the patrons smiling at me. “I don’t know what you’re smiling about. I could call the cops right now and have you charged with forcible touching and harassment,” I state.

      The guy laughs. “Come on, beautiful. No harassment going on here.”

      “Excuse me, but you had no right to touch my behind,” I assert, which causes him to laugh more.

      “What’s going on here?” Jace, the owner of Black Jack’s, walks over to us.

      “He smacked my ass really hard,” I say to my boss.

      The asshole tries to fist-bump Jace. Jace is a big muscular guy, who is in his mid-thirties. One of the reason’s I like working at Black Jack’s is because he takes care of his employees. I have worked as a waitress in all kinds of restaurants since I was fifteen, so I know a good job when I have one, and Black Jack’s is respectful and reputable.

      “Bro, I’m not fist-bumping you. Touching a woman inappropriately is sexual assault. Now, you apologize to Briar,” Jace demands. His black Black Jack’s T-shirt is stretched to the hilt over his muscles.

      “This is bullshit,” the guy has the audacity to complain.

      “Briar, should I call the police?” Jace asks politely.

      “Nah, just throw his sorry ass out of here,” I mutter.

      Jace does exactly that and I move past him to grab my order from the bar. I almost bump right into Aaron as I spin around. He must have come from the restroom. Did he just witness that whole interaction?

      “Good for you,” Aaron cheers.

      Well, that answers my question.

      My brow quirks. “Huh?”

      “Because of you that stupid asshole won’t put his hands on a woman he shouldn’t,” he says, surprising me.

      “Exactly,” I agree. “Couldn’t let him get away with it and make another woman his victim.”

      “I should be getting back to our table,” Aaron says with a smile that is melting my panties right off me.

      I nod. “I’ll have your order up soon.”

      “Take your time,” he says.

      For a jock, he seems very down to earth and nice. Not that it matters.

      Aaron walks away. I head over to a table in my section that is waiting on their drinks. I’ve learned a long time ago that I need to be tough and not take shit, or else people will walk all over me.

      The rest of the night goes by in a blur. I barely have time to drink some water between serving tables. By 2:00 a.m., Jace motions to his watch, a sign that all the servers need to close out their tables. I set the bill on the table where the hockey guys are sitting, another table where a bunch of girls have been hanging out the last two hours, and the table where the football guys are still hanging out. The rest of my section is clear, so I clean my section and fill up the condiments while I wait for my last tables to settle their bills. It doesn’t take long and then I clock out. I look outside to see my Rav4 is completely covered in snow and it’s blowing pretty hard outside.

      I head to the back room to get my purse and jacket.

      “You need a ride?” I ask Hawk. He works in the kitchen.

      “Thanks, Briar. Got a lady waiting on me,” he says with a blush in his cheeks.

      Most of the servers are gone by now since we can close out our section when the patrons have paid their bills Levi walks into the staff room next and grabs his jacket. “Have a good night, guys.”

      “Yeah, you too,” I murmur.

      I leave the staff room and head outside. The guys from the hockey team are just about to pile in to two cars.

      I head over to my SUV and pull out a brush to clean it off. I don’t have gloves on me, so my fingers feel like they’re going to snap right off. I begin to scrub at the windshield, which has a thick coat of ice on it, when one of the guys runs up to me. I don’t see who it is until he removes his hood.

      Aaron is wearing his varsity jacket with a hoodie peeking out underneath. His hair is a sexy mess, and his green eyes always glow with playful amusement. I think it’s because he’s a big flirt.

      “Can I help you?” he offers.

      “I’m good,” I assure as I continue to scrape at the ice.

      “Aw, come on.” He looks behind him. “The guys are all working on getting Cade’s and Luc’s cars clean.”

      “I’ve got this,” I repeat. I’m used to getting by on my own. I’ve been doing it ever since my mom got remarried and her new husband didn’t really want me around.

      “I get it. You’re an independent woman. I respect that, but it’s freezing out here and your hands are two red tomatoes,” he notes.

      My hand slides when the snow scraper catches on a strong patch of ice on my windshield. “Ow, shit,” I curse as I cut my hand on the ice.

      “Shit, let me take a look,” Aaron says.

      “I’m fine, Aaron,” I assure but then blood starts dripping on to the snow in big red splotches.

      “Do you have a Band-Aid or something in your car?” he asks.

      “No, but I’m fine,” I tell him as the blood falls on my boots. Just great. I hope they don’t get stained.

      Aaron pulls a pack of tissues out of his jacket. “Here, take this and put some pressure on it. You may need a stitch or two.” He takes the snow scraper out of my hand and cleans all the snow off my car. “Why don’t you go sit inside and warm up the engine.”

      I don’t argue because he clearly isn’t listening.

      When he’s all done, he opens the back door and places the snow scraper on the floor.

      “Take care of that hand,” he urges me.

      “Thanks,” I say, but I don’t look at him.

      “Have I done something to offend you?” he asks.

      “Not at all,” I reply.

      “I hear a but in that sentence. What is it?” he asks.

      “Are you always this. . .clingy?” I ask him because I don’t have a better word and I’m overtired. I just want a shower and my bed.

      “Clingy?” His green eyes widen to saucers. “I can’t believe you just called me that.”

      I blow out a breath. “Sorry. I’m just exhausted. Thanks for your help with the ice.”

      “Aaron, come on,” one of the guys shouts.

      “One sec,” he hollers back.

      “I’ve never had a girl call me clingy before,” he says to me.

      “Aren’t you too cold to be having this conversation?” I retort.

      “Yes, but I feel like we aren’t done here.”

      “We’re definitely done,” I tell him.

      Aaron laughs like I amuse him. “Have yourself a safe drive home, Briar.”

      “You too,” I reply.

      He closes the door, and I blast the heat.

      I take off, my tires skidding along the slushy streets. Whoa, what is it with those hockey boys? No wonder Charlie lost her mind over Finn. I give my head a good shake. I’m too tired to think about a guy. Besides, I need to stay focused. Gymnastics and my degree. That’s what I need to succeed. I would never let a handsome jock derail my plans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days before break

      Aaron

      We all head inside to a bar called Fair Shot. Apparently, the guys booked two lanes where we will be throwing some axes around. We divide up with Cade, Hayden, Ruby, and Briar on one lane; and me playing with Luc, Macklin, and Annie in the other.

      The waiter comes around and we all order beer.

      We start throwing some axes. It’s not really my cup of tea but we had to free up the house for Finn and Charlie to have their little fuckfest, so here I am.

      Cade’s head whips around. “What the fuck?” he splutters. His odd reaction causes everyone to stop what they are doing and look at what Cade seems to be fixated on.

      Oh shit.

      Fucking Scarlett.

      I told him to dump her ass a long time ago. Most of us like to get around with the girls on campus, but we are always up-front with our expectations. We’ve also been single for a long time except for our captain, Finn, who is in a committed relationship with Charlie. That’s why we are out with Charlie’s friends tonight because when the captain went and fell in love with her, he also became close with her best friends, bringing them into our little hockey family.

      “Fuck, this is bad,” I mutter.

      “Come.” Luc smacks my chest.

      Hayden and Mack are already following Cade across the bar. Luc and I catch up quickly as Cade charges toward Scarlett. He stops next to where she is sitting on a stool at one of those high-top tables. Her blond hair covers her face. She doesn’t even notice Cade standing beside her with his arms crossed.

      Shit, this is bad.

      The girls follow us from behind. Ruby is Hayden’s younger sister and has been living in our house since her and Charlie’s dorm flooded. Her friend Briar stops by once and a while and she’s a complete smokeshow. She’s also tough as nails. Maybe that’s what has me intrigued.

      I hear Annie whispering to her friends, asking them what they can do. What can any one of us do? Scarlett has been stringing Cade along for too long.

      Scarlett must feel Cade hovering beside her because she stops kissing the guy and her eyes practically bulge out of her head.

      “Honey, this is nothing. It was a dare.” She starts laughing hysterically.

      Yup, she has a few loose marbles. She’s humiliated my friend. I want to give her a piece of my mind.

      “I’m fucking done, Scarlett. This is bullshit. I don’t know how I’ve put up with your lies this long,” Cade bites out.

      Scarlett stands and walks over to Cade. “Honey bunch.” She places her palm on his chest.

      Fuck. He better not be hugging that.

      “Take your fucking claws off me,” Cade barks. Bro is radiating anger and hurt.

      I feel so bad for Cade, but what can I do? My hands ball into fists at my side as I feel helpless.

      “Cade, there you are, babe.” Annie bypasses the guys and walks straight toward Cade. She places her hand on his chest. Scarlett stumbles back. Then Annie is moving in front of him. She leans in and starts kissing him.

      My jaw drops. I look over to the girls, who seem to be just as surprised as me. Cade and Annie are full-on making out. Got to give Annie credit because the look on Scarlett’s face is priceless.

      “What the hell is this, Cade?” Scarlett shrieks.

      “Let’s get out of here, Calvin,” Scarlett sneers.

      Scarlett walks off and my bro still has his tongue down Annie’s throat. I’m freaking happy for the dude. He’s put up with too much crap from Scarlett.

      “Show’s over, she’s gone,” Macklin announces. Cade groans and continues kissing Annie. The guys all look at each other and shrug. We hear Annie moan and then she pulls away all blushing.

      Cade licks his lips. “What was that?”

      “You’re welcome.” She winks, pats his chest, and walks away back to the axe-throwing booth.

      All of us are smiling because Cade looks like he’s on cloud nine instead of being devastated.

      We ask Cade if he’s okay, but he seems to be more in shock than anything.

      We all get back into our lanes and throw some axes. No one talks about the crazy situation, and Cade seems to be doing okay.

      We all head out. We say bye to the girls. I notice Annie and Briar driving with Cade so none of us ask him for a ride. He clearly has some hot chemistry with Annie.

      We head back to the house.

      “That was so messed up,” Hayden says.

      “Yeah, but at least Annie helped him save face,” I say.

      “True,” Luc agrees. “Annie’s a bombshell. Briar is too.”

      “Come on, guys. It’s bad enough Finn is with Ruby’s best friend now. I don’t need you guys drooling all over my sister’s friends,” Hayden complains.

      “Sorry, bro,” Macklin says.

      It’s weird he’s saying sorry, of all people, because I always get the vibe there is something going on between him and Ruby, but it’s not like I have any facts to back it up.

      We make it home in time to hear the headboard banging against the wall. Yup, Finn and Charlie are still going at it. Damn, those two have it bad for each other. I want to find someone who really catches my attention but that hasn’t happened, so I stick with the hookups. My parents are so deeply in love with each other that it seems impossible to find what they have.

      I head to my room and grab a towel. I go to take a shower and think of Briar with her wavy blond hair and tight little body. I can’t explain why she intrigues me, but she does. Hayden wouldn’t be happy if I pursued her, but my buddy is graduating this year—and until a girl really catches my attention—well, it would seem like a waste not to pursue her and see where it leads. I leave the shower and head to my room. I’ll need to check in with Cade and make sure he’s okay. He isn’t home yet. I’m hoping he’s still with Annie. I put on a pair of boxers and get into bed. This is the first year I’m not going to spend Christmas with my family. Dad is taking Mom on a crazy trip around the world since she was diagnosed with ALS recently. It’s a degenerative chronic medical condition. We don’t know how much time she has, but Dad wants to make every moment with her count. Mom wants to see me settled and happy. I wish I could give her that wish, but it’s easier said than done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      Two days before Christmas

      

      “I’ve decided to close down Black Jack’s for the week,” my boss, Jace, says. All the workers are hanging out at a table since we haven’t had a patron come in for at least three hours. “I just can’t justify the expense of staying open with traffic being so slow.”

      “Damn, I was banking on the hours,” my friend and fellow co-worker Taylor says.

      “I’m sorry, everyone. I’ll be giving each of you a one hundred dollar bonus for being such dedicated employees. I hope to see you all back in the new year. Enjoy the break.”

      Jace walks away. We all look at each other until Levi breaks the silence. He is a server too and we share a lot of shifts. “Let’s find some last-minute deal and get out of here.”

      “You mean like for a few days?” another server named Lennon asks.

      Levi nods. “Yeah, there’s last-minute deals for super cheap.”

      “That’s a good plan,” Aaron confirms. He doesn’t work here. He stayed in town over break and is hanging out with Levi.

      “You think it’s a good idea for all of us to go away?” I ask.

      There are twelve of us sitting around this table. Most of us are servers. Taylor is a hostess and Nolan and Hawk work in the kitchen.

      “Do you mean like a ski trip because I don’t have skis,” Sofia, who is also a server, chimes in.

      “Definitely not skiing,” Levi states. “I’m thinking more along the lines of a beach vacation.”

      “Dude, I can’t afford something like that.” Hawk winces, shaking his head.

      Taylor is searching on her phone. I see because she is sitting next to me. She is on some last-minute deals website.

      “Be careful, I heard there were scams going around,” I warn after seeing it on the news.

      “What kind of scams could there be?” Jack laughs.

      “The kind where someone sells you an all-inclusive trip to an island that doesn’t exist,” I deadpan.

      “Is Punta Cana a real place?” Taylor asks, lifting her cell. The pic on her phone is a gorgeous hotel with a huge, oversized swimming pool and turquoise ocean water.

      I haven’t heard of it, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t real.

      “Fuck yes, that’s in the Dominican Republic,” Levi cheers, smacking his hand on the table with excitement. “How much?”

      “Four hundred and fifty bucks,” Taylor says with a victorious tone.

      “You’re lying,” Levi accuses.

      “It sounds too good to be true. With the one hundred dollar bonus Jace is giving us, it would be like three hundred and fifty bucks,” Taylor calculates excitedly.

      “Too good to be true,” I confirm.

      “Briar, stop being a party pooper,” Lynsey chides. “A beach vacation sounds like a dream.”

      “Seriously, I could definitely swing three fifty,” Ivy says.

      “So what does everyone think?” Aaron asks, looking around the table. I don’t even know why he thinks he should be coming with us. He’s only friends with Levi.

      “Dude, you don’t even work here,” Simon announces.

      “So what, this isn’t an employee trip. This is a pleasure trip. Think about how much fun we would have at an inclusive resort. Free drinks and food. A nice place to stay,” Aaron says with a singsong tone.

      “Dude, aren’t you going home for the holiday?” Levi asks him.

      “Not this year,” Aaron replies and there is something cryptic in his tone, but what do I know? I’ve only met him a handful of times.

      I don’t want him joining our trip. I prefer to stay away from jocks. I know their type. They get around a lot and think they are a gift to women. Their egos are bigger than their cocks. It’s the last thing I need to be around.

      “I’m sold. When is the departure date?” Nolan asks.

      Taylor stares at her watch and bites her lip. “The only time the four-hundred-and-fifty-dollar deal is available is leaving tomorrow at 6:00 a.m. with a return on Thursday.”

      “That’s in six hours,” Levi announces wide-eyed.

      “No, bro, it’s in three hours. For international flights you have to be at the airport three hours before departure. Looks like we aren’t sleeping tonight,” Simon cheers.

      “We’re doing this?” Taylor asks, looking at each of us sitting around the booth. My stomach is turning. I’ve never been on a plane. Hell, I’ve never left Michigan.

      “I’m in,” Sofia whoops.

      Her response causes a chain reaction. Everyone around the table says they are in. By the time they get to me, my response is automatic. “I’m in.” There is no way I am staying in Riverside by myself over break.

      We all use our phones to book the trip. Since the hotel requires dual occupancy, we all discuss who will be rooming with who. Hawk is pushing to stay with Taylor, but then it sets our numbers off since we are six girls and six guys. We finally decide to divide up with guys rooming with guys and girls with girls. Sofia asks Lennon to be her roommate and it’s obvious Ivy and Lynsey will be rooming together, since they are besties. So Taylor asks me if I want to room together. I say yes, but I wonder where it will leave me if her and Hawk decide to spend the night together. We finish the bookings.

      “Done,” I say. “This is crazy.”

      “It’s okay to do something crazy,” Sofia notes. She knows me well. We spent a lot of shifts together. She knows I’ve planned out every aspect of my life. I’m not a fan of surprises or change. This trip is very unlike me.

      “I don’t know about that,” I bite on my bottom lip.

      “This trip is going to be good for you,” Lennon says. “You never let lose.”

      She isn’t wrong. I’m at Riverside U because I made it on to the gymnastics team, which was no easy feat. I spent the better part of my childhood in a gym competing. Growing up with a single mom meant she didn’t have a college fund set aside for me. Even my gymnastics extracurriculars put a huge strain on her, but she did it for me because she wanted me to attend college. It was something she didn’t have the chance to do.

      “Should we Uber to the airport together?” Ivy asks.

      “Good idea,” Lennon answers. “But I think we should split up. There isn’t an Uber large enough to take all of us.”

      “I can schedule the Uber,” I offer. “3:00 a.m., right?”

      “Yeah,” Taylor says then squeals, “OMG, this is going to be so much fun.”

      The guys hear our plan to schedule an Uber, so Levi offers to order one for the guys.

      We clean up the table and put our aprons away. We all head out of Black Jack’s. Since I have my SUV, I give Taylor and Lynsey a ride to their place.

      “What do I pack?” I ask once we get in the car. The car is frozen and it takes some time for it to warm up.

      “Bikinis?” Lynsey states the obvious.

      “Shorts, tank tops, maybe a summer dress or two,” Taylor continues.

      “It’s four nights and five days,” Lynsey says. “We shouldn’t overpack. I’m thinking of taking a carry-on and forgetting about a suitcase.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea,” I agree. There have been horror stories on the news about airlines losing luggage all the time.

      I drop the girls off at their house.

      “See you at three,” Taylor says as she leaves my car.

      “See you soon,” Lynsey says.

      “Bye, see you both soon.”

      I drive toward my house, inhaling a big gulp of air. I want to embrace the idea of taking a trip, but so many things could go wrong. I’m terrible at giving myself a good pep talk. If I was talking to a friend right now, I’d know exactly what to say to encourage them.

      Okay, Briar, pretend you’re speaking to Annie. She wants to take this spontaneous trip. What advice do you give her?

      You deserve to let loose and have fun. The weather will be beautiful and you get to swim in the ocean. There will be free everything so you don’t have to spend money, other than the initial costs. You’re going with friends. Wait a minute. The guys are coming too. It isn’t a secret the waitstaff at Black Jack’s tends to hook up. When I think of all the different pairings, my head spins. And then there is Aaron. It’s annoying that he invited himself along. He hangs out at Black Jack’s a lot. He’s too cocky and gorgeous as hell, with that flop of dirty-blond hair and those searing green eyes. Gah, he’s so annoying. Wait. I already said he was annoying. Being annoying for being handsome doesn’t make any sense, but in Aaron’s case it does. I’ll just have to stay far away from him.

      I pull into the driveway of the house I share with another five housemates. They all went home for the holidays, so things are quiet around here. I don’t want to go home for the holidays because Mom has her new husband and kids. They are one happy family. I’m just a reminder of a time in her life she would love to forget. My parents were married for over a decade. My dad is a high school teacher. You would think a teacher would be reliable, honest, and caring. That wasn’t Dad. When I was ten, he left Mom for one of his student teachers. She was ten years his junior. He left town and we didn’t hear much from him over the years. What I did hear all the time was how Daddy was a big football guy in high school. All the girls flocked to him and his ego was the size of our state. It was all true. Daddy is a handsome guy and, according to Mom, couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. I wish I didn’t have to know that part. I head up to the front door of the house. A loud yawn escapes me. I need a little sleep but I figure it’s probably best if I shower now and shave. Going to a warm climate means I will be wearing shorts.

      I head up to the second floor to shower and pack. I still have an hour or so before the Uber picks me up, so I close my eyes and put on an alarm.

      “That’s So True” by Gracie Adams blasts on my phone, scaring the living daylights out of me. Why did I set the alarm so loud? Geez. I feel like this trip is something I dreamed up. But when I receive a text from Lennon asking if I’ve booked the Uber at 2:45 in the morning, I know it’s very real.

      I slip on a light, heather-gray jogger and pair it with a cropped white tank top. I also put the same color hoodie on, figuring if I get hot at least I can take it off. I place my wavy caramel-brown hair into a messy bun and slip on my sneakers. I pack a pair of flip-flops for the beach and high heels for the one dress I brought.

      I don’t take my winter coat, figuring it isn’t something I want to lug around Punta Cana. I head out to the Uber. The girls are already inside and everyone is super sleepy.

      “My plan is to crash on the plane.” Taylor yawns.

      “Which seat number are you?” Ivy asks.

      We all go to our phones to call out our seat numbers. Taylor is in the same row as Sofia. Lennon is sitting behind Ivy. Lynsey is at the back of the plane, and I’m smack-dab in row five.

      “Guys, I’m nervous about flying. Can you give me some tips?” I ask.

      “Just listen to music or watch a movie,” Taylor suggests.

      “Or I can give you a gummy,” Ivy offers.

      “You know that isn’t my thing,” I tell her. “Wait a second. Are you taking drugs over the border?” I ask wide-eyed.

      “Shit. I hadn’t thought that through. Don’t worry. I’ll flush my stash down the toilet in the airport.” She blows out a breath.

      “Ivy, what are you thinking? You could’ve ended up going to prison,” Sofia chides.

      “I know, I know. I wasn’t thinking,” she admits.

      “So who do you think will hook up on the trip?” Taylor asks.

      “We know who isn’t going to,” Lynsey chimes and she’s looking directly at me.

      “I hook up,” I argue, but it falls flat. Since Jade and I broke off our situationship I haven’t been with anyone.

      “Sure you do, honey.” Lynsey laughs.

      We arrive to the airport and meet the guys at check-in.

      My hands are clammy as we make our way to security. Since I’ve never flown before, I just follow what everyone else is doing. Mom insisted I get a passport when I started high school. Now I’m happy I listened to her, even though I don’t travel with her new family. I took one ski vacation with them and it wasn’t pleasant at all. Her husband wasn’t very kind. He acted like I wasn’t there and told Mom I should stay in and babysit their kids. It’s like he thought of me as hired help rather than her daughter.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Lynsey notes as our whole group clears security.

      “I’m just nervous about flying,” I whisper.

      “You really don’t need to be. My favorite part is when the plane takes off. It’s like a roller coaster filled with an adrenaline rush,” she explains.

      “I hate roller coasters,” I state.

      Lynsey winces. “But you love gymnastics. All those tucks and flips you do. That’s scary. Flying is easy.”

      “Funny, because those flips and tucks make me happy. Being in the air when I have no control

      sounds awful,” I say.

      “Ah, so this is about giving up control,” she notes. “Sometimes it’s a good thing. Like when you’re having sex. Don’t you cede control?”

      I bite my lip. I know Lynsey is trying to help. “No.”

      “No?” she questions.

      “Most guys couldn’t you know. . .” I can’t bring myself to say the words as we walk toward the gate. This hall is very long. It looks like it’s never-ending. By the way Lynsey’s jaw is dropped I am getting slightly uncomfortable.

      “You haven’t orgasmed?” she asks, her voice a little loud.

      Aaron is walking at least six feet in front of us. His head whips around and he looks at me, his green searing eyes zeroing in on me. The corner of his lips tips up and a mischievous glint fills his eyes. “Briar, are you guys talking about orgasms?”

      “No,” I counter like I’m two.

      “I heard you. You haven’t had an orgasm?” he asks, flabbergasted.

      Lynsey has the decency to mouth, “Sorry.”

      It’s too late. The cat is out of the bag.

      “We aren’t talking about this, Aaron. Just go back to doing whatever it is you do, or think about, and act as if I’m not here,” I encourage.

      Hawk and Jack slow down so they are walking beside us too. “Did I hear that right?” Jack asks.

      I groan. “Guys, please drop it. We have to work together. We don’t want things getting weird.”

      Hawk laughs. “Come on, Briar. You know we all hook up on occasion. We are all still happy at work because we’re relaxed with all the orgasms.” He waggles his brows.

      What did I get myself into? This vacation is going to be an orgy not a party on the beach.

      “Don’t look so sullen, Buttercup,” Aaron says.

      Huh, Buttercup? Where did he come up with that one?

      “We’re going to have one heck of a time,” he assures. I just want to run away from everyone.

      We all reach the boarding area. Since there is still time, we take a seat together.

      “I’m going to pee,” Sofia announces. “Nolan, can you watch my bags?”

      He nods.

      “Me too,” I say to him.

      I join Sofia in the restroom because I really do need to pee. Taylor comes after us.

      “OMG, Aaron wants you,” Taylor tells me from the next stall.

      “I hope you’re talking to Sofia,” I tell her.

      “Nope, it’s you,” she confirms. “You just gave that boy a challenge.”

      I groan. That wasn’t my intention.

      “I don’t care. I’m not hooking up with anyone,” I state. “Aaron can think what he wants.”

      “Briar, he’s freaking gorgeous. He’s fun. I bet he knows how to deliver multiple orgasms,” Sofia says.

      After taking care of business, I go to the sink to wash my hands. The three of us are all washing our hands in a row.

      “I’m not a science project. I need you guys to stop focusing on what you heard. I’m happy with my life. I’m not looking for multiple orgasms. I’m looking to finish my degree, head to the Olympics, and go to grad school. I’m almost there,” I say to my friends.

      “You can still have fun while you’re at it,” Taylor points out.

      Fun does sound nice. It’s the reason I took this trip, but getting caught up with a jock is a dangerous move.

      “Do me a favor and drop it,” I say, looking between my two friends.

      Sofia sighs but I see in her demeanor that she’s conceded. Taylor, on the other hand, doesn’t look convinced.

      We head back out in time to board the plane. My heart rate picks up pace. I hate not knowing what to expect from an experience, and being in the air with no way of escaping does not sound like a joyful day at the park.

      I find my seat and pick up my carry-on to put in the overhead bin, but I’m too short to reach. From behind me a guy says, “Here, let me help you with that.” I turn around to see it’s Aaron.

      Just great.

      “Thank you.”

      I take a seat in 5C When Aaron puts his carry-on in the same bin as mine, I begin to worry.

      “Sorry, I just need to get by you,” he says, looking down at me.

      My heart skips a beat.

      “Why?” I ask.

      His lip curves into that annoying smile again. “I’m sitting in 5B.”

      This can’t be happening. Of all the seats on the plane, Aaron has the seat beside mine.

      I move my legs to the side, so he has room to pass. Aaron is not small by any means. He must be six foot three to my five foot three. As he passes, I take in his intoxicating scent. Why does he smell so good?

      He takes the seat and exhales then puts his seat belt on. I straighten out, but I feel him watching me. When I side-eye him to check, I see he is watching me.

      “I don’t bite.” He smirks.

      “Are you sure?” I reply, unable to hide my attitude.

      He laughs. “Okay, fine. But it’s not like we don’t know each other, Briar. We have friends in common. We just went out to Fair Shot together,” he reminds of the night my friend group went axe throwing.

      “I’m aware. I think we should set boundaries for this trip,” I suggest.

      “What kind of boundaries are we talking?” Aaron asks with that same mischievous smile and glint in his eyes. He gives off the vibe he is intrigued by everything coming out of my mouth, which is bad.

      The flight attendant’s voice rings through the speaker. I direct my attention to her. She explains how to put on the seat belt. She also explains about some flotation device under my seat and some oxygen that will drop from the ceiling if things go south.

      This whole situation puts me more on edge. I begin to sweat.

      “Is it hot in here?” I ask, fanning myself.

      “No,” Aaron says, his brows drawing in as he focuses on me.

      The plane starts to move. I grip the armrests on both of my sides.

      Aaron is still watching me. “You’re scared to fly?”

      “How observant of you,” I reply without looking at him. I’m just focusing on my breathing.

      “You don’t need to be scared. It’s so much safer to fly than it is to drive a car,” he states.

      “That isn’t helping,” I reply.

      We move toward the runway and we begin to speed up. I am holding my breath.

      “Hey,” he says, placing his hand over mine. I’m white-knuckling the armrest. “Take a deep breath. You’re safe.” He takes hold of my hand. His is large, warm, and calloused. A spark of something warm shoots through my body. “Tell me what I can do to make you feel better.”

      He’s being sweet but it doesn’t matter. It’s a cover for what is really under the surface.

      We take off and my stomach dips. “This is supposed to be the fun part, Briar. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. Worrying isn’t going to change anything or help you in any way.”

      “You aren’t wrong.” I release the armrest because he has a point.

      We level off. I take a deep breath. Everything is fine. I’m okay. Aaron is right. Worrying won’t change anything.

      When the flight attendant comes around, I order a double vodka on the rocks.

      “You aren’t playing games,” Aaron snickers.

      “I never do,” I inform him.

      “Come on, you must play games sometimes. Life is no fun without play,” he states.

      The flight attendant brings my double vodka. I throw it back, enjoying the burn at the back of my throat, but it only lasts a second and I begin to cough.

      “I think she needs an orange juice,” Aaron says to the flight attendant. “Can you make that two?”

      I’m still coughing when the flight attendant passes me a cup of orange juice. I sip it slowly and it helps ease the coughing.

      “I can’t believe you can drink this early in the morning.”

      “You don’t know me,” I inform him.

      “True, but aren’t you a gymnast or something?” he asks.

      “I am,” I confirm.

      “I don’t drink much during the season, so this little break with free alcohol is very much needed,” he explains.

      I don’t reply to his comment. I don’t think we should become friends. Instead, I put on a movie and place earbuds in my ears. The movie I’m watching is a comedy, which I find relaxes me. We still have a good four hours to go, which sucks. An hour into the movie the pilot comes on to the speakers to say hello and warn that we may experience some mild turbulence soon.

      I know that means pockets of air that can cause the plane to jump a little. How bad can it be? Now I’ve lost my focus on the movie and I can’t get back into it. I stare into space, feeling like my stomach is tying into knots. When I side-eye Aaron, I see him watching a movie on his phone. The plane starts to shake. I go to grab the armrest, not realizing his hand is there. I grab hold of his hand, which is super embarrassing. I pull my hand back like I’ve been burned.

      “Sorry.”

      He takes his earbud out of his ear. “You okay?”

      “Totally.” I bob my head, my voice high-pitched.

      When the plane starts shaking harder, the seat belt sign turns on and the pilot comes on the intercom and asks everyone to take a seat. There is apparently a freak storm.

      “We’re going to die,” I inform.

      “That’s dark, Briar. Think positive,” Aaron encourages.

      The plane is shaking so much I feel like my insides are in a blender.

      “OMG, I shouldn’t have come on this trip. It’s just that a beach vacation was on my bucket list and my list is so long. I said to myself, just check one thing off,” I rant.

      “What else is on your bucket list?” Aaron inquires calmly, despite our impending doom.

      The plane drops. I squeeze my eyes shut. “Going to the Olympics, having an orgasm, going to grad school, watching the sunrise,” I blurt quickly. My eyes are still shut. I don’t even think I am breathing right now.

      “Hey.” Aaron takes hold of my hand. “I’ve flown many times. This is normal. It’s a little shakier than usual, but I’m sure our pilot has everything under control.” His thumb is now rubbing circles on my hand. It’s feels nice. Comforting.

      The plane stops shaking, so I open my eyes. “Is it safe to breathe?”

      Aaron laughs like maybe he thinks my comment was cute. “We probably got past the turbulence.”

      Not a moment later, the pilot’s voice rings on the intercom. “Sorry for the bumpy ride. It should be smooth sailing from here.”

      I let out a long breath. “Okay, this is fine.” I also realize Aaron is still holding my hand, making delicious circles on my skin with his thumb.

      “Having an orgasm is on your bucket list. Maybe you need to check off more than one item,” he suggests.

      Oh shit.

      I bite my lip. “I thought I was going to die. Now that I see we’re going to live, I’m not talking about this.”

      “Oh, come on,” he whines. Why does he have to be interested in my sex life, or lack thereof?

      “Can we move on?” I ask.

      “But I’m trying to understand. Are you a virgin? Like you’ve never been touched?” he asks.

      “That’s intrusive,” I chide.

      He winces. “Sorry, I just don’t understand how a pretty girl like you has never gone over the edge.”

      Taylor comes up to us. “Are you okay?” she asks. “I thought you may be freaked out with all the turbulence.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve been taking care of her,” Aaron informs.

      “I’m okay,” I assure.

      Taylor gives Aaron a curious look and then raises her brows to me.

      I just shrug. “I’m never going to fly again.”

      “Oh, come on, you get used to the turbulence. It isn’t that bad,” Aaron says. “And how will you check things off your bucket list if you don’t fly?”

      “I can check off watching the sunrise and finishing my degree from Michigan,” I state.

      “How long is this list?” Aaron asks.

      “Okay, well, I see you’re doing okay. I’m going to use the restroom,” Taylor says with a singsong voice. She’s probably wondering why Aaron is being so attentive. I’m kind of wondering the same thing.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Aaron says to me.

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “About the list. What else is on it? Is it more sexual stuff? Do you want to see Bora Bora?” he guesses.

      There may be some sexual things on my list, but I won’t be sharing those with him.

      “Bora Bora is in fact on my list but given how long a flight would be to get there, I don’t see that happening now.”

      “Taylor is right. You just need to fly more to desensitize yourself,” he says.

      “What would you know about anxiety?” I ask, realizing that’s a little too personal. “Never mind, sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine. My first year on the team was stressful. I had to make sure I was performing, but I kept feeling anxious every time I got on the ice,” he explains, surprising me that he is sharing something so personal.

      “That must have been tough. I know something about that. I felt that way when I started on the gymnastics team,” I offer.

      “What did you do?” he asks.

      “You tell me first.” My response is immature, but I am not big on sharing personal details about myself, and it helps if he shares first.

      “I told myself I would try my best and the rest was out of my control,” he says.

      “Easier said than done,” I huff. “As a gymnast, the pressure is real. A foot out of place gets you docked points at a competition.”

      “Hockey is also intense. We’re all just trying to gain enough points to make it to the NHL,” Aaron says. “It took a lot of work to get out of my head. I realized I could be my greatest cheerleader or my worst friend. For the longest time, I was the asshole putting myself down. I had to kick the asshole’s ass, and now I’ve just got the cheerleader.” His lip quirks in the most adorable way. “That sounded wrong.”

      “Actually, it makes perfect sense.” I smile. I don’t know why I have butterflies in my stomach right now. I better refocus. Aaron Murray is a nice guy. There is more to him than his cocky, gorgeous exterior. That’s a bad thing. I need to go back to disliking him.

      “Good, so will you just chill out now? Honestly, what you need is a good orgasm. Some endorphins will have you feeling like your head is in the clouds, and you’ll stop being a worrywart.”

      That was mean. Good. He is an asshole like I first thought.

      “That was rude. I don’t know why I bothered talking to you,” I snap to him. I turn away from him. Things were getting a little too personal anyway.

      “Because you find me hot and maybe you want to check off another item from your bucket list,” he whispers against my ear.

      Shivers run down my spine of the good kind. I ignore him but, damn, he got me there.

      “Aaron, you and I are never happening,” I assure him.

      “Briar, if there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you should never say never.” With that he puts his earbuds in his ears and goes back to doing whatever he was doing. And me, well, I know I’m screwed.
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      Briar

      “Thanks for rooming with me,” I say to Taylor as we unpack our suitcases. We are meeting up with our group in the lobby and heading out to the beach together in twenty minutes. I know she may have preferred to room with Hawk.

      “No problem.” Taylor shrugs. “I don’t think these rooming arrangements are going to last anyway. You know what I mean? Besides, I saw you and Aaron on the plane; there’s chemistry there.”

      My eyes pop at her statement. “I do not have chemistry with Aaron Murray.” I accentuate each word.

      “Okay, yeah, sure,” she replies sarcastically.

      “I was practically having a nervous breakdown on the flight. I thought we were going to crash.”

      “And Aaron came to your rescue. He’s into you. You’re a lucky bitch. Aaron is superhot.”

      “I’m not hooking up with Aaron,” I clarify. End of story. I find my bikini and head to the bathroom.

      “Whatever,” Taylor mutters.

      The truth is I am super attracted to Aaron. I think of the night he helped me clean off my car from all the snow. He was a real gentleman. Everything about him is drawing me to him, from the way he looks, to how sweet he was being on the plane. But I’m nobody’s fool. Aaron may want in my pants, but I know better than to sleep with a player. Even if we are on vacation and no-strings hookups are expected.

      I slip on my black bikini and give myself a silent pep talk. No matter what happens, I need to keep my wits about me. Just think of Aaron as enemy number one. There is no way he can squirm his way into your bed because you see him for what he is. A jock with no heart, who is only out for fun.

      I leave the bathroom to see Taylor is ready to head out. I grab my jean shorts and tank top and slip them over my bikini. I put on my hat and sunglasses and grab my purse, along with sunscreen.

      “Ready?” Taylor asks.

      “Lead the way,” I say to her.

      We leave our room and bump into Aaron and Levi just outside our door. “Lookee here, we’re neighbors,” Aaron notes.

      “Just great,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What was that, Briar?” he asks. His skin has a natural tan. He’s wearing a tank top and what looks like a shorts-style bathing suit. His muscles go on for days, and his flop of dirty-blond hair falls a bit into his eyes, but it’s those glowing green eyes that make me feel like I am drowning.

      I blink. “Nothing.” I walk a head of everyone.

      “Hey, wait up,” Aaron calls out, easily catching up to me.

      We bump into Ivy and Lynsey at the elevator.

      “How are your rooms?” Lynsey asks.

      “Ours is nice. We have a partial ocean view,” I say, which was unexpected because when we paid, it said our rate included a city view room.

      “We lucked out too with the partial ocean view,” Aaron adds.

      Levi high-fives him.

      We all get onto the elevator.

      “I’m starving,” Levi announces.

      “Me too,” Aaron replies.

      “I could eat something,” Taylor adds.

      Lynsey is looking at her phone. “Lennon and Sofia said we should meet the group in the lobby restaurant for lunch.”

      Everyone nods.

      “I’m making a group chat so we can all stay on the same page,” Levi says.

      We head out to meet everyone at the restaurant. There is a large buffet set up for lunch.

      We all load up our plates and sit around a table together. The place is very tropical and the restaurant is overlooking the ocean. I’ve never been to a place like this, and it all feels very dreamy.

      “This is so beautiful,” I note, taking in my surroundings instead of the food.

      “You better eat. You’ll need your energy for today’s activities,” Aaron says to me.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You don’t need to worry about my energy or my plans for the day.”

      “Whoa, chill. We signed everyone up for water sports after lunch,” he declares and then he narrows his eyes on me just like I did to him a moment before. He leans into me. “Were you thinking I was suggesting energy for some private activities? Because that isn’t what I meant, but if your mind went there maybe that should tell you something.”

      His hot breath brushes my cheek. I feel a small clench between my thighs but it doesn’t last because my shield goes up.

      “You’re effing crazy,” I reply.

      He chuckles and it’s deep and throaty. “I don’t know why but I like causing a reaction out of you, even if it’s negative.”

      He goes back to eating the roast beef on his plate.

      “That sounds really messed up,” I inform him.

      “Nah, I just find your prickly personality a turn-on. I’m a glutton for punishment.” He winks.

      I roll my eyes and go back to eating the chicken breast and salad on my plate. I don’t know why Aaron chose to sit beside me. He’s annoying.

      After lunch we all head to the beach. I’m walking beside Ivy when she says, “You clearly want him.”

      “Huh, who?” I ask.

      She gives me a look that says, “who am I trying to fool?”

      “I don’t want Aaron. He’s being annoying is all,” I counter.

      “He’s a nice guy,” she says.

      “How would you know?” I ask her.

      “He’s sat in my section late at night by himself. He isn’t just some dense hockey jock with no personality. There’s more to him,” she says, sounding so sure.

      “So he doesn’t just hook up with a girl and move on?” I question.

      “No, that’s exactly what he does, but I bet he’s amazing in bed. I bet he could deliver multiple orgasms,” she continues.

      I stop walking mid-step. “Does everyone on the trip know about me now?” I ask, referring to the fact I have never experienced an orgasm.

      “Kind of.” She winces. “Just trying to be a good friend, Briar.”

      “Gah, I do appreciate you, but I don’t need everyone worrying about my sex life. Trust me. I’ve got it under control,” I assure my friend.

      Ivy raises her brows. “If you say so. I’ve got my sight set on Simon. Hopefully that pans out.”

      “Good luck,” I say as we walk up to a shack on the beach that says water sports.

      A guy named Gus is working in the shack. He greets us with what sounds like an Aussie accent.

      Taylor tells him she would like to go windsurfing and then Hawk says we should all take turns and go parasailing.

      “I prefer to not be air bound. I’ll stick with windsurfing,” I say to Gus.

      Gus laughs. “Sure thing.”

      “You’re air bound when you do those things in gymnastics,” Aaron notes.

      “I’m still in control,” I reply.

      “Ah, so you’re one of those,” Aaron states.

      “Excuse me?” I ask, feeling my hackles rising.

      “A control freak,” he answers.

      He isn’t wrong, but I don’t like being called one.

      I narrow my eyes at Aaron, growl, and walk away. “Wait a second, pretty lady,” Gus says. “I need to help you with your windsurfer.”

      Gus guides me to an area where the windsurfers are being stored.

      Gus lifts a windsurfer and carries it over to the water. “You know I used to be a control freak too,” he tells me. “I gave up my suit and moved to this island. I never looked back.”

      “I’m not a control freak, Gus,” I reply. “Aaron is just. . .”

      “He wants you. . . I could see it too. Do you not feel the same?” he asks. Gus looks to be in his forties. He’s a good-looking man for his age.

      “It’s not that. Aaron is a player. That’s not my thing,” I say to this stranger.

      “Eh, you’re young. How do you know what your thing is? It’s better to have lots of experiences to figure yourself out,” he says. “The best thinking I do is out on the water. You think you are in control of your movements, but then a big wave can knock you out or the wind moving in another direction can throw you off your rhythm. That’s what I love about water sports. It makes you realize you aren’t really in control after all.”

      Gus is trying to teach me life lessons along with windsurfing.

      “I should come out with you for the first try,” he suggests. “You’ll want to keep your legs about a hips width a part and have a little bend in your knees.”

      “I’ve never windsurfed before but I’m pretty athletic,” I say to Gus.

      Nolan walks by. “She’s a professional gymnast,” he tells Gus.

      “Ah, makes sense,” Gus says.

      I’ve signed up for a therapy lesson, not a windsurfing lesson.

      “Gymnastics requires I aim for perfection,” I tell him as if that’s explanation enough.

      “And yet, does perfection really exist?” Gus counters.

      Oh boy. I just want to get out on the water.

      “Okay, I see I’ve gotten a little too deep for you.” He chuckles. “Let’s get a life jacket on you. I assume you can swim?”

      “I can,” I confirm.

      “Good,” he says.

      Nolan and Levi pull up beside me and Gus hooks them up with a windsurfer too. They’ve both done this before, so they slip on their life jackets and head out on to the water.

      “Okay, well, if you need me. I’ll be in the shack,” Gus says.

      “Thank you,” I say to him. I watch Nolan and Levi head out on to the water. I’m a visual learner, so I watch how they pull on the sail part of the windsurfer and take off. With my life jacket on, I try to follow the same steps they took. The other girls are all getting on the boat to go parasailing. Aaron went along with them, which is nice because I need to keep my distance from him. My attraction to him is visceral. I’m picky when it comes to guys. I usually don’t feel this kind of chemical reaction in my body. I don’t like it.

      The first time I try to get up on the sail, I fall into the water. I think that maybe I made a mistake not taking Gus up on his offer of a lesson. After a little self-pep talk, I try again. Gymnastics is the kind of sport where you fall a lot before you get the hang of things. Quitting was never an option for me. I get back up. My knee is a little scuffed, but I am standing on the board and it feels good.

      My sail catches the wind. I glide across the water. The warmth of the air and the way the board moves effortlessly through the water brings a smile to my face. Even though I have good friends back in Riverside, and I am close with my teammates on the gymnastics team, there is a part of me who’s a bit of a loner. I spend a lot of time on my own and in my head. Levi and Nolan pass me. They don’t wave but I get a head nod from each of them. I wouldn’t dare let go of my sail. I’d probably end up in the water. I watch the rest of the group board the boat and then they head out into deeper waters.

      I’m bored so I head back to the beach. I remove the life jacket. I hear someone clapping so I turn around. “Good for you, beautiful.” It’s Gus. “Are you calling it a day?”

      “Thanks, yeah,” I admit.

      I thank Gus for his help and walk back to the hotel pool. The thing is huge. I find a lounge chair. I take off my shorts and tank top and lie back on a lounge chair, enjoying the warmth of the sun on my skin.

      I hear a whistle. “Looking fine, Briar.”

      I crack an eye open. It’s Nolan, and Levi is with him.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Mind if we snag the chairs beside you?” he asks.

      “Feel free,” I tell them.

      “Was that your first time windsurfing?” Levi asks.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      “Damn, you were good,” Nolan adds.

      A waitress comes by and we order drinks. The guys get alcohol, and I order a Sprite.

      “Come on, we’re on vacation. You need to let loose,” Levi encourages.

      I frown. “Do you ever let loose, Briar? All I hear when you’re at work is how you go from class to gymnastics practice to Black Jack’s. You need to have fun while you’re young.”

      “If you think about that theory, it doesn’t make sense. If you’re having so much fun when you’re young, how do you prepare yourself for adulthood? You know, a degree, making money?” I ask.

      “There needs to be balance. I get good grades in school,” Nolan states.

      “I also do,” Levi says. “But I don’t want to look back on my college days and not remember the good times.”

      “Okay, guys, I get what you’re saying. So, what do you suggest?” I ask.

      The guys look at each other and nod. I am friends with both of them and we hang out at work, so I feel comfortable with them.

      When the waitress brings their drinks, Nolan asks, “Can I get a sex on the beach for my lovely friend here and three shots of tequila?”

      “Sorry, the tequila shots aren’t part of the all-inclusive,” the waitress explains.

      “I’ll cover it,” Nolan assures.

      Levi whistles. “Let the party begin.”

      “Should I be reading in to your choice of drink for me?” I ask Nolan.

      He pinches his index finger and thumb together. “Just a little bit.”

      Just great. Everyone is concerned by my lack of orgasms now.

      By the time everyone gets back from parasailing, the guys and I have joined some of the other hotel guests who have made a makeshift dance floor by the pool. I’m only about three shots in plus the sex on the beach, but I am feeling good.

      “What did we miss out on?” Taylor asks, watching us.

      “We can join them,” Hawk says, looping a hand around her waist and whispering against her ear. Taylor begins to dance with Hawk.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I should feel self-conscious dancing in my bikini, but I’m not.

      “Damn, Briar, look at you,” Aaron says. He starts dancing but doesn’t touch me. My skin prickles from his closeness. He moves in and whispers, “Is it because of me that you’re giving up control?”

      His comment rubs me the wrong way. Yes, him calling me a control freak didn’t sit right with me. I want to let loose but I feel like I’ve trained myself not to. I won’t give him the satisfaction though.

      I lean into him as I continue to dance. He moves his hips in rhythm with mine. We still aren’t touching, when I lean forward he licks his lips, and I whisper, “In your dreams.”

      That causes his face to fall. I move away from him and begin to dance with Nolan. There is no chemistry between us. At least not on my end, so it feels good to just let loose with someone I trust. We dance quite a bit. I may be bumping and grinding a little with Nolan but it’s all in good fun. When Aaron walks away from the group and heads to the bar, I worry I may have offended him but that would require him to have a heart. To actually care.

      We dance for a while more and then we head up to our rooms to shower before meeting for dinner.

      I realize when I take off my bikini that I forgot to put on sunscreen and my skin is burned. Taylor loans me some aloe vera, which provides me with some relief. After my shower, I slip on a wine-colored sundress. It’s a halter-top dress and it leaves my shoulders exposed. I brush out my hair and leave it to air dry.

      When Taylor goes to shower, I lie on my bed and chill for a bit. I scroll through my phone and see some weird posts popping up about Annie and Cade. I wonder what it’s all about, but then Taylor is ready, so we head down to the lobby to meet everyone for dinner at one of the restaurants at the resort.

      At dinner we are throwing back wine and eating delicious food. I’ve never been on a vacation like this before and it feels good.

      “What’s the plan for after dinner?” Simon asks.

      “We should go to one of the clubs,” Ivy suggests.

      Everyone around the table seems to be down with the idea. I’ve never been to a club. I hang out with friends at a bar or go for coffee, but I’ve never really done the dancing thing. I’m not about to announce that at the table, so I nod along with everyone else.

      By the time we are done with dinner, everyone is feeling good from all the wine. We take a taxi to a nearby club.

      We all head inside and everyone goes to the bar to do some shots. I’m done after one shot because I don’t want to spend more money on this trip. I wait for everyone to finish up their shots so I stand a little off to the side.

      Aaron notices me standing off to the side and he walks over to me.

      “Aren’t you having more shots?” he asks.

      “One is good enough for me,” I reply.

      “I hear you. I don’t drink much during the season,” he says.

      “But I see you at Black Jack’s all the time,” I retort.

      “Ah, so you’ve noticed me.” He grins.

      I roll my eyes.

      “I order carbonated water and food,” he explains. “Usually one of the guys in the hockey house cooks dinner but sometimes I like a second dinner, and I don’t know how to cook,” he explains with a crooked smile that makes him seem charming.

      “Black Jack’s does have good food,” I agree because he is being friendly, and I don’t want to come off as being too bitchy, which I’m not, just guarded.

      The group finishes drinking and heads out to the dance floor. Since they are dancing in a group I join them, but I’m not having as much fun as they are. I start to yawn and walk over to Taylor to say I’m heading back to the hotel. I’d rather lie in bed and just relax. It isn’t often that I have nothing to do.

      “Are you sure you want to take a cab back to the hotel by yourself?” Taylor asks.

      Aaron hears the question. “I can cab back with you.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” I say to him.

      “Look, you’re a young beautiful girl. I would feel better if I tagged along and made sure you were safe.” Him calling me beautiful causes a flush to crawl up my cheeks, and it is nice of him to offer to take me back. On the way here our driver wanted to sell us drugs from the front seat of his car so it may not be so safe. Even though I’m used to taking care of myself. “Come on, Briar. There isn’t a whole lot to think about.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I concede. I would feel safer if he came back to the hotel with me.

      We say bye to everyone. Taylor waggles her brows at me, insinuating something may happen with Aaron, but that is definitely not the plan.

      We head out of the club and Aaron flags down the first cab waiting in a line. He holds the door open for me and we get into the back seat.

      “What’s your story, Briar?” he asks.

      I giggle. “That isn’t a real question.”

      “Okay, let’s start with where are you from?” He smiles.

      “A small town in Michigan,” I reply. “And you?” I ask since he’s nice enough to escort me back to the hotel.”

      “Lots of places really. My dad was a hockey player too. We moved around a lot, but my family finally settled in Grand Locke, Michigan,” he says.

      “Nice. Now it’s my turn. Why did you want to leave the club now? I thought you would be more interested in partying,” I say.

      “I didn’t realize this was a game,” Aaron replies, his eyes gleaming with mischief. Why do I have to be so awkward?

      “It isn’t. I just figured since you were asking questions it was fair game,” I retort.

      “To answer your question, I left because I have a lot on my mind. I’m usually interested in partying but not tonight,” he says vaguely.

      “Why aren’t you interested in partying?” he asks.

      “I’m not much of a party person. I’m usually training on the team, doing schoolwork, and working at Black Jack’s.”

      “So, you never let loose,” he says.

      “I hang out with friends.” He isn’t being judgmental, just inquisitive, so I indulge his questions.

      “Is partying hard on your bucket list?” he asks.

      “I’d rather not discuss my bucket list,” I reply, rubbing my hand over my other arm. We arrive to the hotel and Aaron pays for the cab. “It’s okay, I got it,” I say.

      “No, Briar it’s on me,” he argues.

      We leave the cab and head into the lobby. Since he is staying in the room next to mine, we also wait for the elevator together. He’s wearing a white polo that looks bright against his tanned skin. His eyes also seem brighter too. Aaron is an extremely handsome guy. I’m not used to getting this kind of attention from a guy like him.

      “Your bucket list has intrigued me though,” he says. “I’d like to wake you up tomorrow before dawn and take you to watch the sunrise. I bet it would be beautiful to watch over the water.”

      He isn’t wrong.

      I watch him, trying to understand his motives.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I reply.

      “Why the heck not?” he asks.

      “For starters, we have good friends who are dating. Charlie is important to me; I can tell you’re close with Finn. It’s important for us to get along,” I explain.

      “And second?” he replies.

      My brows furrow.

      “You said for starters, so I thought there was more,” he replies.

      “Something is brewing between Cade and Annie,” I say.

      “You mean their fake relationship?” he asks and then slaps a hand across his mouth. “You didn’t hear that.”

      “Relax, I already know,” I assure him.

      “Nice, keeping a secret for your friend,” I chide.

      “Honestly, I know how close you are with Annie, I assumed you’d know, but then I realized I shouldn’t make assumptions,” he explains. “Now, I don’t think it’s a big deal watching a sunrise together. It might help me clear my head.”

      I don’t ask him what he means but watching the sunrise does seem therapeutic.

      “Okay,” I say as I reach the door to my room. “What time do you want to meet?”

      “Let me check what time sunrise is here,” he says, pulling out his phone from his cream-colored chinos. “It says six thirty. I’ll come by your room.”

      “Sure. I’ll set an alarm,” I tell him.

      “Have a good night, Briar. I’ll meet you in the hall at ten after six.”

      “Okay, you too.” I slip into my room and close the door. My heart is beating fast, my face feels flushed, and my body feels warm. Aaron is probably one of the best-looking guys I have ever seen, but I shouldn’t be reacting this way. I let out a long breath and slip out of my dress and into a pair of pajamas, which are a matching shorts and T-shirt set.

      I yawn but I’m not ready to get into bed yet. I figure I’ll go sit out on the balcony. With the partial ocean view, I can watch the waves rolling over the shore.

      I open the blinds and I’m about to open the door when I spot Aaron sitting on the chair on his balcony, drinking a beer. I quickly shut the blinds before he notices me. Why does he have to be everywhere I turn? I slip into bed instead and watch some Netflix, but I can’t get Aaron out of my head. Why has he taken a sudden interest in me? We’ve been out with our friends in Riverside together as a group. We didn’t really speak to each other. Did I notice he was hot? It would be hard not to. The guys on the hockey team get a lot of attention.

      It’s something the athletes on the gymnastics team aren’t used to. Besides, the last thing I need is to fall for a hockey player.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      My alarm goes off to my favorite song. I groan. What the hell am I doing? I’m chasing Briar like a dog in heat. It’s so unlike me. She is gorgeous and her sassy mouth has my balls in a twist. Maybe that’s what it is. . . I blink the sleep away from my eyes. No, it’s more than that. When I see her, there’s this feeling in my chest I haven’t felt before and it’s drawing me to her. That and her little confession on the plane. I’m a guy who likes a challenge. I can’t deny it. I get out of bed and head to the bathroom. I take a shower and think about Briar in that sexy black bikini she was wearing. I think of the way she was dancing, the way her hips were moving. The tanned color of her skin. My cock grows hard. It’s not like I haven’t been with plenty of pretty girls before, so this isn’t making sense to me. I get myself off but only because I don’t want to be thinking of sex when I take her out. There is something about Briar that intrigues me. She’s driven and always focused on getting ahead. Not too many people our age are like that. Not that it matters. I’m only interested in seeing Briar smile, checking a couple items off her bucket list, and moving on.

      I quickly get dressed and put on some deodorant. I slip into my slides and grab my wallet and key card. I also take a sheet off my bed so we can sit on it on the beach.

      Briar is outside waiting for me. “You’re one minute late.”

      “You sound like my coach,” I mutter. I walk over to her and throw my arm over her shoulders. She’s wearing a pair of cutoff jean shorts and an oversized hoodie. Her hair is in a bun on top of her head and she’s makeup free and beautiful. Even though she was pretty with makeup on last night too. Shit! What is happening to me? My friends would be worried.

      “What are you doing?” She removes my arm.

      I smirk. “Usually, girls like when I give them attention. But you seem repulsed by me.”

      “Not repulsed. You seem like a nice guy, Aaron. I just don’t understand your attention,” she replies.

      “What is there to understand? You must know you’re hot. But you don’t need to worry because I’m not a relationship guy.”

      “I’m not a relationship girl,” she says, but her words don’t carry the same conviction as mine.

      I laugh and shake my head.

      We head to the elevator. “So why have you never watched a sunrise?” I ask.

      “It’s not that I haven’t seen the sun rise,” she replies. “I’ve woken up for practice before sunrise, but my life is always rushed. I never take time to just take it all in.”

      “I can identify with that. Between school, the team, and my family, my plate is full,” I say.

      The elevator arrives and we get on.

      “Why aren’t you spending the holiday with your family?” she asks. “Sorry, you don’t have to answer that.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. My mom was diagnosed with ALS a year ago. It’s a disease that is degenerative. My dad is taking her on a trip around the world before she can’t,” I explain, feeling the words like grains of sand in my mouth. When Mom was first diagnosed, it felt like the world was ending. But Mom has superpowers. She’s kept us strong. She’s taking medications that have prolonged her life and kept her symptoms at bay, but there isn’t a timeline when all that will end.

      “I’m sorry, Aaron.” She ducks her head.

      “You don’t need to feel sorry for me or something,” I say to her. “My mother is doing okay, considering. My dad is doing everything to make her comfortable and happy. They are so in love I don’t know what he’s going to do when she goes.” Why am I saying this to her? Why am I pouring out my soul to a girl I barely know?

      I’ve never been away from my parents over the holiday before. We’re a tight-knit family. Being away from them over Christmas is harder than I thought. I thought taking the trip would be a good distraction, but I’m carrying the pain everywhere I go.

      “That must be so tough. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you. My parents are divorced. My dad spends the holiday with his new family and so does my mom. At least you got to experience something so great.” It seems that my overshare has opened her up. I’m not complaining, I clearly needed to talk this out with someone.

      “I’ve never thought about it that way. I am grateful to have such loving and supportive parents,” I say.

      Briar’s light-blue eyes bore into mine. The elevator arrives in the lobby and we get off.

      “Is that why you planned to work at Black Jack’s over the holidays? Because your parents are busy?” I ask, figuring it’s fair game.

      “My parents divorced when I was ten. Dad had an affair with his student teacher. Now they are married and have their own family. My mom got remarried too and has kids with the new hubby. Her husband doesn’t really like having me around, so I prefer to stay away.” She shrugs like it’s no big deal, but it is. I can read the sadness in her eyes, even if she’s trying to mask it.

      “Damn, that’s not easy,” I say.

      “Yeah, well, it is what it is. I got used to being on my own. I like it now,” she says. “I have my friends, gymnastics, and work. It’s all I need,” she says with a smile that doesn’t touch her eyes.

      I nod, bouncing my head.

      “Yeah, I get that. I’m all about hockey, school, and friends. See, we have more in common than you probably thought.”

      She laughs, rolling her eyes. “We better hurry or we’re missing that sunrise.”

      “Should we grab coffee before heading out?” I ask as we pass the coffee shop.

      “Definitely,” she says, and she seems less guarded.

      “How do you take your coffee?” I offer, needing space from her because I don’t know what is happening.

      “One sugar and one cream, please.”

      I walk off to get the coffees.

      I return. “Here you go,” my voice cracks.

      “Thanks.” She takes the paper cup.

      We head out to the back of the hotel and walk past the pool to the beach. It’s still dark outside so we haven’t missed anything, which is a relief. Why is it so important for me to help her check off items from her bucket list? Soon I’ll be offering to take her to Bora Bora.

      I blink to clear my mind as we reach the sand. “Should we sit close to the water?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      “Can you hold my coffee for a second? I just want to lay down the sheet.”

      I pass her my cup and get to work settling my sheet on the sand.

      “All good,” I tell her. I take a seat on the sheet. She sits beside me.

      “Thanks for waking me up, Aaron. This was thoughtful. I feel the need to apologize. I’ve been a bitch because I thought. . .”

      Oh oh.

      “You thought what?” I swallow hard.

      “That you were some brainless jock, who just wanted to get in my pants.” She smiles and even with the moonlight hitting the water I can see that she’s blushing.

      “Half that sentence is true. I’m still thinking of the first item on your bucket list,” I confess. I’ve never been shy to say what I want and, at this point, it’s clear I want her in my bed.

      “You just don’t hold back.” She giggles nervously.

      “Don’t worry, Briar, it’s something my friends appreciate from me. Brutal honesty,” I wink. “Now we have about five minutes.”

      She sips her coffee and looks out to the ocean. I take in the fresh ocean air. Having this quiet time with her is nice. I don’t feel compelled to carry on conversation. We’re just chilling and enjoying the moment. Having Mom get sick has made me realize how fleeting life can be. Dad is taking Mom to fill her own bucket list, but I feel like maybe I need to make one too. Because we never know what tomorrow will hold. Mom is slowly deteriorating, even though we are getting her top-notch medical treatment. We can slow down the illness but not stop it. I take a deep breath and focus on the flow of waves brushing against the sand. There is something so promising about watching the sun rise. For the first time in a while, it doesn’t feel like everything in my life feels cryptic and filled with doom. As we watch the rise of a new day, a feeling of peace coats my insides. It’s something I haven’t felt since Mom was diagnosed. I like that Briar is also absorbed in the moment. She’s quiet, looking out to the soft waves rolling in. When the sun makes an appearance, I turn to look at her. A sweet smile spreads her plump lips. The silence feels like a warm blanket between us. I turn back to the view, watching the sun slowly rising above the water. The sky turns different hues of peach, yellow, and purple. It’s something I will never forget. When it’s over, and the sun has risen above the water, Briar looks at me and says, “Thanks for waking me up.”

      “Anytime,” I reply. “Truth is, I never took the time to watch the sunrise. It was worth waking up at the ass crack of dawn.”

      She laughs. “It definitely was.”

      We fall silent again and about ten minutes later Briar asks, “Would you like to grab breakfast?”

      The fact that she’s initiating something between us sparks hope inside me. That can’t be right though.

      “I’m starved. Lead the way.”

      We both stand and I grab the sheet off the sand and shake it out.

      We head back toward the hotel. My head is spinning. Her asking to share a meal with me means she is beginning to trust me. She’s been so apprehensive around me that I take it as a win. I want to take her to bed, but I know she isn’t going to go for that. So I stay satisfied with having her company for breakfast. Because what I am learning is that sometimes you just need to accept the small wins in life. And for some reason spending more time with Briar feels like a win.
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      Briar

      After watching the sunrise this morning, the rest of the day went by in a blur. How could it not? Watching the sunrise over the stunning aqua blue waters, hearing the soft brush of waves along the shore; it was all so tranquil. But what really had me stumped was the way Aaron opened up to me. He was wearing his emotions on his sleeve. I was not expecting that kind of depth to him. And when he told me his mom was sick, my heart stopped beating for a minute. He is clearly close with her and loves her very much. His parents’ relationship sounds like it came directly out of a fairy-tale book. I was sure that those were make believe.

      Beneath his cocky bravado was a boy who loves his mother and family. A man in pain. He needed this trip more than any of us. I feel bad now for thinking he didn’t belong.

      After a day of suntanning, drinking, and taking walks down the beach, I am back in my room getting ready for dinner tonight.

      “When I got up to go to the bathroom early this morning, you weren’t here,” Taylor notes as I am slathering lip gloss on my lips. I appreciate her not calling me out when everyone was around. Aaron and I showed up to breakfast separately. He didn’t like that I asked him to walk into the restaurant a moment after I did, but I didn’t want everyone reading anything into it because there was nothing to read into.

      “I got up early to watch the sunrise,” I answer with nonchalance. I shake out my hair since I am letting it air-dry.

      “Were you by yourself?” she inquires as she slips on a royal-blue bodycon dress.

      I was hoping she wouldn’t ask that question. I don’t want to lie to her.

      “I went with Aaron,” I say tightly.

      “I knew it,” she cheers.

      “Chill,” I laugh. “It was just a friendly outing.”

      “Friendly my ass. I saw him checking you out all day. And you weren’t giving him your usual attitude,” she notes.

      “I don’t give him attitude,” I counter.

      “Oh, come on, Briar.”

      “Look he’s a jock. I give them all attitude, so they know I’m not interested,” I confess.

      “I know, but I have a feeling there’s more to what’s going on with you guys.”

      I break down because she isn’t wrong. My head has been spinning all day. We’ve kept a distance from each other, but I was checking him out all day, and I caught him checking me out. We couldn’t keep our eyes off each other.

      “Maybe there is,” I say. “It’s kind of hard not to be attracted to him.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying all along.”

      I give her a knowing look. “I just have to stay strong and not act on it.”

      “Why can’t you allow yourself to have a little fun?” she asks, her lips turned down.

      “I have everything planned out. I’m a year out from graduation. I head to the Olympics then apply to law school. I work hard and stay focused. I can’t afford to get lost in some guy.”

      “That’s not what a hookup is about,” Taylor explains.

      “I get it. But I don’t think I’m built for sex with no feelings attached.”

      “Then maybe you should throw caution to the wind and try it out. You’re only young once,” Taylor advises.

      She isn’t wrong. Some days I want to just let loose and say screw my responsibilities, but then on other days I remember that I have me, myself, and I which keeps me on track.

      “Maybe,” I say to appease her but the truth is I’m considering her words. Being on vacation for the first time is making me want to take some risks.

      We head out for dinner to one of the restaurants at the resort. Everyone is looking sun-kissed and happy. They are also talking about plans for Christmas Eve. There aren’t many options but we will all be having dinner together again.

      Tonight’s dinner is eclectic Asian cuisine. It’s pretty fancy, considering the amount of money this trip cost. After dinner, everyone is planning to hit up another club. I’m planning to stay in. I need to catch up with Annie and find out what is going on with her and Cade.

      After dinner, everyone is hyped and walking toward the entrance of the hotel to catch Ubers. I follow them until we reach the door. “’Kay, have a good night.” I wave, getting ready to walk away. I know if I would have mentioned not joining them earlier, they would have tried to convince me to go clubbing with them.

      “Hell to the no,” Lennon states. “You’re coming dancing tonight. I saw you dancing by the pool that first day. You need to let loose, girl.”

      “She isn’t wrong,” Taylor agrees.

      “You’re coming out with us and it’s final,” Ivy states.

      “Fine,” I agree.

      We get into Ubers. I’m with Taylor, Hawk, Nolan, and Levi.

      “I hope you guys are cool with changing up rooms tonight,” Taylor says. I see that Hawk winks at her.

      The comment was directed at me. “Uh, yeah, that’s fine.”

      The Uber stops at the curb outside the club and we all get out.

      “We should hit the bar first,” Taylor suggests. Since I’m not keen on spending money, I opt out of drinking. Everyone orders tequila. When Aaron sees me standing off to the side he asks, “Do you want a shot?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” I reply. I’ve wrapped my arms around my front, feeling a little out of my element.

      “Briar, this one is on me,” Sofia says.

      “It’s okay. I’m still feeling the wine from dinner anyway,” I assure my friend.

      Aaron frowns. “I’d like to buy you a drink.”

      “I’d rather not,” I tell him.

      “I’m going to go buy a bottle of alcohol at the corner store,” Lennon announces. “You want to join me, Briar?”

      “Sure,” I reply, feeling like getting out of here would be a relief.

      We head out. “I don’t want to spend a boatload on drinks either.” She grins. Lennon knows I like to budget. We’ve shared a lot of quiet shifts together at Black Jack’s. My mom pays for the lease on my SUV and I have my scholarship and stipend for food and living arrangements, so I am always mindful of spending.

      We head into the corner store. There are all kinds of alcohol bottles lined up on shelves.

      “What are you in the mood for? Maybe we can share one of these.” She points to the smaller bottles.

      “I’ll let you pick,” I say to Lennon since I’m not much of a drinker.

      “How about the Malibu rum? We can get this mix to wash it down,” she says picking up a tall bottle of pina colada mix. It’s only four dollars for the mix, which is a score. We each spend ten dollars and head out of the store.

      Lennon opens the bottle and gulps some rum. She makes a sour face and passes it to me before she downs the pina colada mix.

      “Hmm, it’s actually really good,” she says.

      We sit on the curb for a while and drink. “What are you going to do about Aaron?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her.

      “He clearly wants you,” she states.

      “He’s made that very clear,” I confirm. “But I’ve never had a one-night stand. I’m completely out of my element.” I take a swig of rum and follow it with the mix.

      “There’s a first time for everything, and word on the street is he’s good in bed and has an enormous cock,” she adds.

      “OMG, Lennon, I just can’t.” I start laughing so hard I’m holding my stomach. “I’m not some puck bunny who talks penis size.”

      “No, but you’re a girl who needs a good orgasm,” she reminds.

      I groan. “You guys aren’t going to let me live this down. This is so unfair.”

      “All is fair in love and war. Is that the saying?” Lennon asks, but she looks confused.

      “You’re confusing me.” I laugh.

      We continue to drink until the last drop of rum. By the time we need to stand, we are both more than tipsy.

      “Shit, I drank too much,” I admit.

      “Nah, we’ll go dance it off at the club. Should we throw away the rest of the mix?” she asks.

      “Yeah, they obviously won’t let us bring outside drinks into the club.”

      We walk into the club with our arms linked.

      There’s an addictive beat of music that makes me want to move my body.

      Everyone is dancing in one big group, so we join. But when the next song starts, Ivy and Simon break away. Taylor and Hawk also start to dance together. The music has a reggae feel and I find myself swaying my hips. Lynsey and Levi also move away as he wraps a hand around her waist. I watch my friends dancing and it seems so sensual. With the alcohol running through my veins, my body feels lose and pliant.

      “You want to dance?” Aaron asks.

      “No,” I reply.

      “I don’t bite, Briar.” He grins like the Cheshire cat.

      “I’m aware of that.” Damn, he looks good in a white linen button-down. The first few buttons are open, revealing his strong chest. He’s wearing jeans and he just looks so damn good.

      He extends his hand. “Come on, it’s easy.”

      “I know how to dance, Aaron,” I snap. “I’m a gymnast but I’ve taken dance classes.”

      “Oh yeah, tell me more.” His green eyes glow in the dark light with colorful flashing laser beams shooting off the surfaces.

      My walls are crumbling from his advances. It’s only a dance.
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      Aaron

      My head has been spinning all day. Who knew that watching a sunrise with a pretty girl would have my head in such a mess? Maybe it’s life that’s messy and I’m just a product of that mess. I don’t even know what I’m saying. All I know is Briar is wearing a pretty floral dress. It hits her mid-thigh and gives her a little cleavage in the front. It isn’t the usual kind of dress that girls wear to a club but it’s pretty and refreshing, just like she is. Damn, I have it bad. I shouldn’t have convinced her to dance with me because I’ve had one too many shots. This morning when we watched the sunrise, I was feeling sorry for myself. I spoke to my parents the night before and they both sounded happy. They’re having fun touring Italy, but it was their happiness that got to me. What is Dad going to do when she’s gone? What am I going to do? I can’t think past the thought because Briar places a hand on my shoulder, and she begins to sway her hips. I can tell she’s tipsy too. Something about her touch soothes me. Having her body rub against mine lights me on fire and makes me forget all my problems.

      A slow smile curves my lips as we move in rhythm. I press my leg between her thighs, bringing us closer. I also bend my knees because there is a serious height difference between us. My lips graze her neck, goosebumps pebble her skin. She can deny it all she wants, but she’s reacting to me too. There is something about being this close and touching her that has me unhinged.

      “I knew we would have chemistry,” I whisper against her ear.

      I’m turned on AF and my husky voice gives me away.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she replies. That small answer feels like victory.

      “Not everything in life does,” I counter. I don’t usually pursue girls. They come to me. Being on the hockey team means I have access to a lot of interested girls and it was enough. Until I set my sights on Briar. It’s only been a couple of weeks, but I’ve rejected every girl who’s come on to me. I seem to have a one-track mind.

      “No, I suppose it doesn’t,” she agrees.

      Our eyes lock. “Would you smack me if I kissed you?”

      She laughs. “Smacking isn’t the first thing that comes to mind.”

      “What is?” I stare into her light-blue orbs, feeling like I’m lost at sea. I’m pretty sure I just got the go-ahead. If not then she’s going to have easy access to knee me in the balls. She tastes like sweetness and rum. I’m not expecting her to open up to me so easily, but her fingers come up to tangle in my hair and her tongue mingles with mine. I grow hard as a rock having her small tight body against mine. Somewhere in the back of my mind I know we must be putting on quite the show, but I don’t care. I’ve been waiting for this and she’s giving in to me. Into this heat that’s been unfurling between us. She grinds herself down on my thigh, and all I can think about is, this girl has never orgasmed. Suddenly, I feel like I’m on a mission.

      “We should get out of here,” I suggest and wait for her response.

      She licks her lips and nods.

      I take hold of her hand and walk over to Levi to tell him I’m leaving.

      Levi looks over to Ivy and asks her if he can stay in her room tonight. She nods.

      “I need to talk to Taylor,” Briar tells me. Her skin is slightly burned, but she looks flushed and her lips are swollen and wet. I want more.

      We walk over to Taylor, who doesn’t notice us at first because she and Hawk are all over each other. Briar taps her shoulder to get her attention.

      “I’m leaving,” she says.

      She looks over to me. “I knew it,” Taylor splutters.

      Hawk pulls her into him and their faces get mashed together as they kiss.

      “I think she was planning on staying with Hawk anyway,” Briar says.

      “You good to leave?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      We head outside where a line of taxis is waiting outside the club.

      We hop in the back of a cab. I give the driver our hotel information. I place my hand on her thigh. Everything inside me is pulsing. I need inside Briar. My hand moves up her thigh until it disappears under her dress. My finger curls under her panties. She’s soaked for me. I find her clit and rub circles. She holds on to the door handle, working hard to control her reaction to me.

      I lean into her and whisper, “You’re fucking soaked for me.”

      She pinches her eyes closed as her breathing picks up. I feel her swelling beneath my touch, which means she’s close. I feel victorious when she moves my hand away. Her blue eyes are two round orbs.

      “There’s no way I’m having my first orgasm in the back of a cab with the driver in the car,” she says very quietly.

      I fully understand. I put my finger in my mouth and suck on her juices. She watches me with what I think is a stunned expression. The cab drops us at the entrance to our hotel. After paying the cabbie, I take her by the hand and lead her inside the lobby.

      The alcohol in my veins is still so potent.

      “You were close,” I say to her.

      “Maybe I was,” she replies with nonchalance. She must be feeling this heat. This need to rip each other’s clothes off. I don’t know how she is being so cool right now.

      I lean into her and rub my lips against her ear. “Are you still wet for me, Buttercup?”

      I watch her throat bob. “Yes.” It’s a raspy whisper.

      I press the elevator button. I look around but it’s late and the lobby is empty. I pull her into me and bend my knees enough to kiss her. She takes it like a champ, kissing me back with as much hunger as I’m kissing her. I back her up against the wall and press myself against her. My cock is rock-hard.

      A whimper escapes her as she pulls on the strands of my hair.

      “Fucking hell, Briar, you’re driving me crazy.”

      “You probably say that to all the girls you’ve been with.” Her words sting. I don’t really try with other girls, so that just isn’t true.

      “I’ve never sweet-talked a girl before, Briar.”

      “What makes me different?” she asks.

      “You’re sassy, taking no shit personality, your hot body,” I say to her. I’m drunk so I am probably not doing a good job of sweet-talking her.

      We get on the elevator and the doors close. I press the button for our floor and the moment the doors close, she’s pulling me into her. Our bodies crash together and our lips collide. I pin her to the wall and guide her legs around my waist. We are so hungry and drunk we fumble as I dry fuck her against the elevator wall.

      She begins to moan. I want to take her hear and now.

      “Not like this, Aaron,” she cries out. Damn, she’s close again. For a girl who’s never orgasmed, we are batting almost two for two.

      “Why? It’s sexy,” I reply. “Do you want to come on my cock, Briar? Is that how you want to have your first orgasm?”

      “Yes,” she moans. “I’m so close, Aaron.”

      “Come, beautiful. I’ll make you come again; I promise.”

      “That isn’t going to happen,” she assures. “You don’t understand, I’m not wired that way.”

      “You seem to be wired just fine,” I counter, rubbing my cock against her heat.

      She goes off in the elevator, falling over the edge. Crying out in sheer ecstasy. I’m not even inside her and this girl is reacting to me. I tweak her nipples and kiss her deeply, swallowing her cries of ecstasy. I’ve never felt hunger like this before. Never reacted to someone like this before.

      When the elevator pings and the doors open, my eyes open. I gaze at her and lower her. “Are you good?”

      She nods, clearly speechless.

      I take her hand like a man on a mission. “You’re room or mine?”

      “Mine,” she replies.

      I guide us to her room, which is next to mine. She uses her key card and we enter the room and close the door, fumbling in the darkness. We kiss each other as I try to figure out how her dress comes off.

      “It’s a halter. It goes over my head.” She removes the top part of her dress, exposing a bare chest. I hiss taking in her breasts. They’re small and her nipples are sharp rosy peaks of glass. She’s also got crazy tan lines that for some reason are sexy as hell.

      “Damn, Briar.” I dip my head, taking her breast in my hands and licking her left nipple.

      She moans as I swirl my tongue and nip at her pointed buds. I fall to my knees to have better access and she runs her fingers through my hair. I’m so turned on from touching her that my cock bobs behind my pants.

      “Aaron,” she breathes.

      “I need you on the bed with your legs spread,” I order.

      She gives me a deer in the headlights look. “I don’t think so.”

      A devilish smirk quirks the corner of my lips. “Why the hell not?”

      “We aren’t doing that,” she announces, holding her ground. It’s crazy that I find her stubbornness a turn-on. Even more crazy is I’m getting off trying to break her strong will.

      I take a step toward her, my hand landing on her left breast. I rub circles over her nipple.

      “You aren’t a fair player,” she rasps.

      “I want to make you feel good. You just orgasmed in that elevator. I want to make you come again.”

      “I want you inside me for that to happen,” she replies. Fuck yes.

      “Can you trust me, Briar?”

      “No,” she deadpans.

      “I need you to, gorgeous. I want to give you lots of orgasms. I’m not going to stop after eating your pussy because I can’t wait to be buried so deep inside you that everyone in this hotel will hear you screaming my name.”

      “Holy shit.” She licks her lips.

      “Now lie back on the bed,” I say, tweaking both her nipples again. It clearly gets her hot and bothered.

      She steps out of her dress, leaving her in a pair of cheeky, black lace panties.

      My teeth bite into my lower lip. “Do you even get how beautiful you are?”

      She climbs on the bed, giving me a view of her fine ass. I slowly unbutton my linen shirt.

      “You like what you see?” I ask because it looks like there are two flames in the middle of her blue eyes.

      “You know you’re a good-looking guy,” she states.

      I laugh and pop the button on my jeans. I remove them, stumbling a bit because I am still far from sober. I keep my boxers on. I’m so hard I’m tenting inside them.

      She squeezes her legs together, clearly needing relief. I drop to my knees at the edge of the bed, a very hungry man.

      I tuck my hair behind my ears and then slowly spread her knees open. All the while I’m looking into her eyes. She has me under a spell and she doesn’t even know it.

      I slowly remove her panties. “As hot as you look in these, I want to taste all of you.”

      I spread kisses up her thigh and she squirms from my touch. When I reach the apex of her thighs, I use my fingers to spread her pussy lips. When my tongue makes contact with her tight bud, she bucks and moans. I flick my tongue along her clit back and forth, back and forth. Her moans get more intense as her pussy swells. Her hips begin to thrust against my tongue and she curses.

      “That feels so good,” she mutters.

      I insert a finger inside her, and she loses it. Her pussy is so hungry for my tongue. I move my tongue faster and feel her swell even more. She’s close now.

      “It’s too much,” she cries out.

      “Ride the wave, Buttercup.”

      She tips over the edge but before she does, she says,“Aaron.” She holds on to my head as I pump her with my fingers and lick her sweet juices. She has quickly become my favorite snack.

      When she comes down, she has a lazy sated smile.

      “That was orgasm number two,” I state, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “Have you always been an overachiever?” she asks playfully.

      “I’m a winger, Briar, it’s a forward spot. I play first line. I didn’t get there by not being an overachiever.”

      “I don’t know anything about hockey, but I get what you’re saying. Now I think it’s only fair I take care of you,” she says. Who am I to argue?

      “What are you proposing?” I ask.

      “I don’t think it’s fair that I’m naked and you’re not.”

      “Easy fix,” I tell her, removing my boxers.

      She moves to put her mouth on my cock and I stop her. Her lower lip pushes out. “I’ve been wanting inside you since that elevator ride,” I explain.

      “Don’t expect a third orgasm. I’ve never orgasmed from penetration before,” she informs me, and hearing those words from her luscious mouth causes a bead of cum to escape my tip.

      “Why does the word penetration sound so good coming from your mouth?” I rub my thumb along her jawline, taking in her pretty features. “I’m not worried about getting you there, Briar. I own two of your orgasms and, by the end of the night, I plan on owning a lot more. Athletes are competitive. I don’t like hearing I can’t do something. It makes me want it more.”

      “Game on,” she encourages and she starts to laugh. So do I.  She sits up on her knees and I wrap my arms around her back to draw her into me. Her skin is warm. Her fingers run down my shoulders. I spread kisses along the column of her neck. Her head lolls to the side, giving me access as she rests her arms over my shoulders.

      “Your body is so tight. You must be very flexible,” I note.

      “I am.”

      I dip my head and claim her lips. I’ve never kissed anyone so intensely. So passionately.

      She falls back and I hover above her. My cock rests heavy between her thighs. The moist heat of her rubbing against me drives me crazy with need.

      “Do you have a condom?” she asks.

      I fumble to the floor and pick up my jeans. I retrieve my one condom.

      I lie back on the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “I want you to ride me.”

      She blinks and laughs. “No way in hell.”

      “Trust me, it will feel like heaven not hell.”

      “I’m not doing that,” she protests. It’s weird I find her defiance so sexy, but I can’t help it.

      “Why not?” I ask, truly intrigued.

      “I’m just not.”

      “Gorgeous, you like to be in control. Tonight, you let loose and now I’m passing that control back to you.”

      She licks her lips. “Fine.”

      I laugh. “Don’t be angry. You’re going to enjoy this. Come here.”

      I grab hold of her waist and guide her to sit on my lap, spread-eagle. “Is it weird that I like kissing you?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. You’re a good kisser.” She leans forward and we are kissing again. Her breasts rub against my chest and my hands drop to her firm ass.

      Fire breaks lose between us. I tweak her nipples, knowing she reacts to it. She begins to grind down on my cock, rubbing her juices all over me. I’m losing my mind.

      “I need you inside me,” she pleads.

      “Have at it.”

      Her eyes narrow. I think she may protest but she reaches down and guides my cock inside her. I’m lost in this girl, in the feel of her. In the way she rides me unhinged.
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      Briar

      I’ve lost all my inhibitions now. His cock must be a good eight inches and has a wide girth. By the heat in his eyes, the tensing of his jaw… well, he looks like a man who is about to lose his load and something about that knowledge makes me feel powerful.

      He reaches down and begins to circle my clit, making me so needy. I’m gripping his cock tight as I chase the high I’m feeling. I don’t know why Aaron is different than other guys I’ve been with. Maybe it’s all the alcohol I’ve consumed.

      He lets out a guttural groan. “Fuck, you feel so good. So damn tight.”

      I moan from the feeling of him filling me to the hilt. He’s so big and it feels too good. My palms land on his chest as I begin to move faster. Aaron thrusts his hips inside me, making the friction feel painfully good. I need more. My body is building as I ride his glorious cock. Aaron reaches up and tweaks both nipples. I cry out. My head tilts back as I get lost in riding him faster, harder. I fall over the edge. He falls with me, both of us fucking like rabid animals. Sex has never been like this before. I ride him until I am limp and breathless. When I fall to his side, Aaron is breathless too. He pulls me into him and sucks in a breath of air.

      We are both breathing fast and neither of us says a word, but all I am thinking is Aaron was wrong. I didn’t feel in control at all. I felt like I was completely out of control because Aaron Murray is so much more than I bargained for, and I don’t know what to make of that.
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        * * *

      

      Loud knocking at the door pulls me from a deep sleep and a very sexy dream. Aaron was giving me my fourth orgasm.

      “Are you guys alive in there?” It’s Levi’s voice.

      “You guys?” I question and open my eyes. Aaron is fast asleep in my bed. My eyes bug out of my head. I quickly look under the blanket to see that I’m buck naked. Oh shit. That wasn’t a dream, or at least part of it wasn’t a dream. The memory of getting off in the elevator floods my mind.

      Levi continues to knock. “Yo, bro, get the hell up. It’s Christmas Eve, let the festivities begin.”

      I want to get out of bed and find some clothes, but I can’t do that without pulling the sheet off Aaron. He’s fast asleep and I take in his features. The sharp cut of his cheek and jawbone. The way he looks so peaceful when he’s sleeping.

      “Get lost,” Aaron barks, cracking an eye open. He catches me staring. “Briar,” he mutters. Followed by a “Briar?” that’s a little louder. His eyes are now wide open and he’s sitting up in bed. His fine chest and abs on display as I hold the sheet over myself. He looks down at me and gives me a crooked smile. “Item number two, check.”

      “Aaron, OMG. I can’t believe we did that.” I pinch my eyes closed, as if it will take the embarrassment away.

      “Chill. This is no big deal,” he says and then he’s rubbing at his temples. “I drank way too much last night.”

      I feel a light throb behind my temples too. “I have acetaminophen,” I say. “But I can’t get it.”

      “Why not?” he asks.

      “I’m not wearing any clothes.”

      “I’m pretty sure I saw all of you last night and you didn’t seem to mind,” he says.

      “That’s because the alcohol clearly made me brave. Don’t read into what happened. I’m sure it was the alcohol’s fault that I orgasmed so much.”

      His jaw drops. “Are you joking? It was all me, Buttercup.”

      “Why are you calling me, Buttercup?”

      “Because of your hair. It reminds me of The Princess Bride. Now don’t change the subject,” he says.

      “Aaron, what the hell?” Levi barks through the door. “Meet in the lobby restaurant in ten.”

      “Twenty,” Aaron shouts. “That should get him to go away.”

      “I’m taking the sheet,” I say, pulling on it. I leave Aaron with a blanket. Not that he needs to hide his body. He is seriously sculpted from stone.

      “Whatever,” he says as I wrap the sheet around me and walk over to my makeup bag, where I packed a few meds I might need. But before I make it there, I spot a closed condom wrapper on the floor. I pick it up, staring at it like it’s a UFO.

      “This is closed. Please tell me you had more than one?” I watch Aaron in a panic.

      “Nope, I only had the one, and truthfully, I didn’t think it was going to come into use,” he says, confusing me.

      “We had sex,” I state.

      That’s when his green eyes bulge. How drunk was he last night?

      “Oh no. Oh no.” I start walking in circles as my panic builds. “You’re going to give me an STD, aren’t you?”

      “Are you freaking serious right now? That’s what you’re worried about?” Aaron says, gripping the edges of his hair.

      “Yes, I’m on birth control so that part is covered, but it doesn’t protect me from your overused cock.”

      “My what? You came all over my cock,” he states. And damn, he isn’t wrong. His cock is glorious. I blink, that isn’t the point right now.

      “But you’ve been with so many girls,” I say, as if he didn’t know.

      “I get myself tested. I’ve always worn a condom,” he informs me.

      “Right, just like last night?” I ask.

      “I’m not explaining myself. I don’t even know what happened last night. We were both drunk and apparently very needy. Might I remind you, I gave you three orgasms,” he states, seeming angry now.

      I blow out a breath. “Sorry for freaking out. I’m just panicking.”

      “You don’t need to worry about an STD. I was tested a month ago and haven’t been with anyone since,” he tells me and he isn’t looking at me. I can tell I’ve hurt his feelings.

      “Thanks for telling me. Sorry for freaking out. So, I guess we’re fine. I’ve never done this before,” I say quietly.

      That gets him to look at me.

      “I mean, hook up with someone I barely know,” I explain.

      “You know more about me than most people,” he replies. Then he whips the blanket off him and stands to his full height. His cock is semi-hard and beautiful. My jaw drops because without beer goggles on, I see how incredibly handsome he is.

      He catches me ogling him. He laughs and shakes his head and then he heads into the bathroom.

      While he’s in the bathroom, I pace the room with the sheet wrapped around me.

      I hear the shower turn on and the bathroom door opens. “Get out of your head, Briar.”

      My head snaps over to him still comfortable being buck naked.

      “Easier said than done,” I confess.

      “Do you want to take a shower?” he asks.

      “Y-you mean with you?” I stumble over my words.

      “Yes.” He grins. “I may have been drunk, but I remember promising you a fourth orgasm.”

      Oh my. Can’t say no to that.

      “Stop overthinking,” he commands.

      “It’s not bad to overthink,” I tell him.

      “You want in?” he asks in what feels like a last-ditch effort.

      I nod and drop the sheet.

      “Damn, woman,” he hisses and licks his lips. “Now you get to see what I can do sober.”

      The raspy promise in his voice causes a clench between my thighs. Why am I still reacting to him like this sober. I enter the bathroom, which is filling up with steam. The shower is a stall that is enclosed in glass with one wall of beige tiles.

      “Let’s get washed up first,” he says, reaching down for the body wash I left in here.

      He lathers up his hands and I think he’s going to wash himself, but his hands land on my shoulders, then move down to my armpits before moving to my breasts. He tweaks my nipples as he washes me and wetness pools between my thighs. This doesn’t make sense. I stand here, completely at his mercy, waiting for what he’ll do next. He takes his time washing my belly then slides his hand between my thighs and my breathing picks up. Aaron is attentive as he locks eyes with me. He licks his lips.

      “Do I still need to ask permission to kiss you?” he asks.

      He’s breathing just as fast as I am. His cock is hard and ramrod straight against his stomach.

      His hand moves back and forth, rubbing my clit.

      “Permission granted.” I lean into him first and our lips lock. A hunger unleashes between us. It doesn’t make sense, but it feels like an uncontainable fire. I need closer to him; I need him to rub me faster. I reach down and fist his cock and begin to pump. His fingers move faster over my clit.

      “I should grab that condom,” he says, breaking the kiss.

      “You’re clean and I’m on birth control. What difference will it make now?” I reply. I know somewhere in the back of my head I should be more responsible but when he’s touching me like this, all reason escapes me. He lifts me up by my thighs and I squeal. Then I wrap

      my legs around him and he lowers me. I use my hand to guide his cock inside me and as he enters me we both moan together. The feeling is glorious.

      “You’re so tight and wet,” he notes before his lips are on me again. The fire licks between us like an uncontainable beast. It wasn’t the alcohol last night. It was Aaron. I bounce on his cock. He holds on to my ass and his legs are strong enough that he can thrust into me hard and strong.

      He is grunting and cursing while I moan. “Shit, I’m going to come again.”

      “That isn’t a bad thing.” He laughs and then he is pressing his cock inside me. I bounce harder, squeezing him tighter. I go off like a rocket driven by the hunger of my orgasm, fed by the clench inside me that won’t satiate. The need to have him rub me harder, pound into me stronger. When he comes it sets me off more. His deep husky grunts. The way he loses control has me feeling unhinged. When we both come down from our high, he slowly lowers me and hangs on to the wall for a minute to catch his breath. We wash up quickly and I head over to the sink wrapped in a towel to brush my teeth.

      “I know you think this should be one night, but we have two more nights here. It can be our little vacation fling,” he suggests while I am awkwardly brushing my teeth. I don’t even know what’s happening. I’ve never experienced sex like this before.

      “Okay,” I say, my tone too high-pitched and awkward. I rinse the toothpaste out from my mouth.

      “I’m going to head back to my room and get dressed. I’ll see you in five,” he says.

      “You don’t need to wait for me to head down to the lobby.”

      “That’s not how this little fling is going to work, Buttercup. You’re mine until we touch down in Michigan.”

      I wonder where that will leave me afterward.

      “Okay,” is all I manage to say. I think he fucked me stupid.
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      Aaron

      Before last night, I have never had sex without a condom. I could’ve sworn I put it on after I got up to take it out of my jeans, but I must have been lost in the ecstasy or maybe the anticipation of having Briar riding my cock. All I know is that it’s been the best sex of my life. I can’t explain what’s happening. Briar is stubborn, she seems to overthink everything, she’s gorgeous, her body is incredible, but it’s more than all those pieces combined.

      This girl has me unhinged. I don’t know if I like that but I feel helpless to stop it. Thinking of her bouncing on my cock in the shower with her pert nipples rubbing against my chest has me growing hard again. This no using a condom is addictive. No, it’s Briar’s pussy that has me acting like a damn addict.

      Back in my room, I get dressed in a pair of Dri-Fit shorts and a T-shirt. I brush out my hair and put on deodorant. I grab my wallet and key card and head back to her room. We have another forty-eight hours on this trip. I plan to milk my time with her.

      I knock on her door and wait for her to open. She’s wearing a pair of short khaki shorts, a white tank top, and her caramel hair is up in a tight ponytail. She places a fanny pack across her shoulder.

      “All ready. Taylor texted. They booked some buggy thing for today. She told me to wear closed shoes and to put on a bathing suit.”

      “I guess I’ll be swimming in these shorts if I need to,” I say.

      We head down in the elevator and she’s quiet. “Briar, I don’t want you closing down on me because of the sex.”

      “I’m feeling shy,” she admits.

      “You have nothing to feel shy about,” I assure her.

      “I’ve never, you know. . .”

      “Orgasmed so many times before,” I finish the sentence.

      “Don’t let it get to your head.” She states.

      I laugh. There’s my little spitfire.

      My eyes bulge. She isn’t yours, idiot.

      “Would it help if I told you it was the best sex I ever had?” I share. It’s not something I want to admit out loud but from what I know of Briar, she needs to hear it to feel okay with what is happening.

      Her ocean eyes narrow on me. “You’re lying.”

      I chuckle. “I’m dead serious.”

      She watches me carefully.

      “Best sex of my life, Briar,” I repeat as we get on the elevator. Memories of last night flood my mind. I watch her. “I’m guessing you’re never going to be able to look at an elevator in the same way.”

      She giggles. “Probably not.”

      The elevator doors open. I throw an arm over her shoulders. “Come on, we need to eat after that workout.”

      We head into the restaurant where all our friends are midway through their meal.

      “Glad you guys finally decided to join us,” Levi says.

      “You guys were on fire last night,” Taylor adds.

      She isn’t wrong, the fire is still burning.

      We head to the buffet and both fill our plates with eggs, sausage, and toast.

      When we sit back down, I ask the guys, “What is this buggy thing you guys booked?”

      “It sounded fun. It’s off road buggies. Hope you aren’t wearing good clothes. The concierge showed me a flyer. It looked cool. We’re in for an adventure,” Nolan explains. Simon fist bumps him.

      “Need you guys to chow down quickly. We need to be leaving now,” Levi says to me and Briar.

      Briar shovels food into her mouth. Then she gulps the glass of orange juice the server brought her.

      We all head out into one of the shuttles offered by the hotel. Briar sits beside me and when her leg rubs mine, an excitement brews inside me that I’ve never felt before. Along with the need to touch her. But we aren’t a couple and getting handsy now doesn’t seem right. I keep my hands to myself, but I can’t wait to get back to the hotel because I want to take her to bed again, and that in itself may be a problem.
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      Aaron

      We arrive to the buggy place just as a group is returning their buggies.

      “Holy crap, I’m not getting myself covered in mud.” Sofia winces.

      “Aw, come on, nothing wrong with getting a little dirty,” Nolan answers, waggling his brows.

      A guy walks up to us and introduces himself as our tour guide. My cell rings and when I check my phone, I see it’s Mom.

      “I’ll be a sec,” I say to Briar. I walk away from the group to answer the call. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, darling. How is Punta Cana?” she asks.

      “It’s beautiful. It’s been a fun trip,” I say to her.

      “I hope you aren’t saying that on my account,” she counters.

      “I’m not. It’s been fun,” I assure. Every time I talk to Mom now I try to take in the details of her voice. I try to revel in the fact she is still with us, but another part of me feels the impending doom of her death hanging over me like a gray cloud all the time.

      “I feel bad we aren’t together over Christmas,” she says again for the umpteenth time.

      “I don’t want you feeling bad. I’m really having a great time. We’re about to go on an off-road buggy ride and later we’re all going to have dinner together,” I say.

      “Are there any pretty girls on the trip?” She giggles. I know she would have liked me to meet someone. She hasn’t been quiet about her wishes but I was never in the right headspace, and I never met anyone who held my attention for more than one night. Except for Briar. I seem to be interested in multiple rounds with her.

      “Uh, there’s always pretty girls around,” I say with nonchalance. I don’t want to give Mom false hope when Briar and I have an expiration date.

      “I heard some hesitation,” she says because who knows me better than my own mom.

      “There may be someone I’m into but it’s nothing serious. I don’t want you reading into anything,” I caution. Before Mom got sick, I was the hookup guy. I felt like I had all the time in the world, but when Mom started mentioning not being at my wedding, it got me thinking of my future, but it’s not like I could just make myself fall in love with someone. It wasn’t that easy and after having my parents as such good examples it was a hard act to follow.

      “Okay.” She blows out a breath. “I’ll keep praying my son finds the perfect girl and falls hopelessly in love.”

      “Like his father,” I hear Dad say in the background and my heart twists. I don’t know what he’s going to do without her. I don’t know what I’m going to do but I’m not going to worry about that now. The doctors said we could have anywhere from three-to-five years, and maybe by then there will be a new medicine on the market.

      “Merry Christmas, Aaron. I love you and hope to see you soon. Dad and I will be spending the night in Rome.”

      “Enjoy, Merry Christmas,” I say to Mom.

      “Here’s your dad.” She passes him the phone.

      “Hi, Son. I hope you aren’t getting into too much trouble there.” He chuckles.

      “Nah, just the usual stuff,” I assure.

      Dad barks out a laugh but beneath it I hear the strain in his voice. He’s putting up a strong front for Mom, but his insides are being torn apart. I know because mine are too. The only reprieve I’ve had lately are the moments spent with Briar. That girl manages to put a smile on my face. “Love you, Son. Have a Merry Christmas and don’t get into too much trouble.”

      “Same goes for you, Dad,” I say, and he laughs again.

      I end the call and walk back to the group. The tour guide is handing out bandannas we are supposed to use to cover our faces because we are headed down a river and it can get very muddy.

      The buggies are two seaters. Briar and I take one together because everyone has already branched off into pairs.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “As okay as it can be,” I reply, sounding cryptic.

      Briar frowns.

      “We’re having fun. No frowning now,” I urge. I know Mom wants me to be happy. She doesn’t want me walking around sad all the time. It’s taking a strong effort, but I’m determined not to let her down.

      “You aren’t a crazy driver, are you?” Briar asks as we buckle in. The thing is covered in a thick coat of mud so I don’t understand what we’ve signed up for.

      “I’ll keep you safe, Buttercup.” I wink. “But I can’t promise things won’t get dirty.”

      Glenn comes around to make sure we are wearing seat belts, and then he gets into the front buggy because he’s going to be leading us through the trail.

      Briar and I are the last buggy. Everyone takes off through the off-road trail. I hit the gas and we take off. The road is bumpy and wet. We are both wearing bandanas over our mouths, which is good because mud is flying all over us. Briar is hanging on for dear life as I floor it and we take off after the group. We drive through some crazy river.

      Briar is laughing her head off and so am I. It’s an adrenaline rush to be driving through the trail, but it’s the sound of her sweet laughter that makes something inside me feel light and airy.

      We head up a hill and we can see at the bottom there is a huge mud puddle.

      “Drive around it,” Briar warns.

      I don’t relent on the peddle and we get soaked as we drive through it. Briar is screaming but she’s laughing her head off.

      By the time we get back to our starting point, it’s been a good hour and every inch of us is covered in mud.

      Glenn tells us to rinse off in the showers. He guides us toward a water cave.

      “I made a reservation for all of us at 7:00 p.m. in the main restaurant,” Lennon announces. “They’re serving all the Christmas fixings.”

      With all the fun we are having I keep forgetting about the holiday.

      We head toward the water cave, all of us soaking wet. The place offers us towels and the girls strip down to their bikinis. Briar is back in that black string bikini of hers. My eyes roam over every inch of her body.

      Levi jumps in the water first. “Guys, it’s warm. Fuck, I was so worried my cock would snap off,” he announces to everyone.

      We all laugh, but it is a relief the water is warm. We are given snorkels and we all head into the water and check out the little fish swimming beneath us.

      Taylor lets out a loud scream and we all freak out, but then we realize it was Hawk who grabbed hold of her foot under water. There are different tunnels to venture through and I motion for Briar to follow me away from the group. I notice Hawk did the same thing with Taylor on the last turnoff, and I wouldn’t mind some alone time with her.

      “I hope we don’t get lost,” she says as we make our way through the dark cave. The water is crystal clear and warm, and her blue eyes match the color.

      “You’re safe with me,” I assure her.

      “I’m in trouble with you,” she states. Her words ring true for me too.

      “Nothing wrong with a little trouble, Buttercup.” I loop my arm around her waist and pull her into me. My gaze narrows on her plump lips. “Have you ever had sex in a water cave?”

      “No,” she giggles. “Have you?”

      “Nope. There’s a first time for everything,” I reply.

      Our lips smash together. In the water it’s easy for her to wrap her legs around my waist and hold on.

      “What if someone comes this way?” she asks, breaking the kiss.

      “Then we give them quite a show,” I say, locking lips with her again. From there everything happens in a blur of lust. Her hands running over my shoulders and chest. Her need to press her center against my cock. I lower my shorts enough to take my cock out. I’m not taking them off in fear of losing them. I move her bikini to the side and guide myself inside her. That initial feeling of sliding inside her feels like heaven. Everything gets intense from here. Our need to come, the hungry way we kiss. I place my hands on her ass and help her ride my cock fast and hard. I grunt and she moans. We get so loud we hear an echo and that scares her and her eyes shoot open.

      “It’s fine,” I say sucking on her lower lip. That seems to appease her and we go back to grabbing at each other, using our bodies to grind harder against one another. The fire blazes between us as we both fall over the edge until we are breathless. Our ragged breaths sound loud in the silence of the cave. In the distance we hear our friends talking. I look into her eyes, confused about her and what’s happening between us. I’ve had plenty of sex in my life but it was about getting off. This with Briar is different. Being inside her feels right. It’s a feeling I’ve never had before.

      “You good?” I ask her. Going bareback has been like a dream come true.

      “Yes, but we keep on having unprotected sex. You aren’t with anyone else, are you?” she asks. I see the vulnerability written all over her face. She doesn’t trust easily. I’m guessing because of how her parents have treated her.

      “I wouldn’t do that to you. I’m not a cheater or a liar,” I assure her. “Besides, I’m kind of addicted to your pussy right now.”

      She laughs and smacks my shoulder. She moves off me.

      “We should get back to the group if we can figure a way out of here.”

      We head back to the group. Everyone is laughing and just having a good time. When we get to the end of the cave, we all get out of the water and dry off. We cab back to the hotel and take showers in our rooms before dinner.

      I’ve got a towel around my waist when I leave the bathroom. Levi is waiting to get into the bathroom to shower.

      “So you and Briar are hot and heavy,” he says, and he waits for my reaction.

      “Nah, it’s chill, bro.” I smack his shoulder.

      “Dude, we all heard you guys in the cave,” he informs.

      “Shit.” I don’t have something better. “She’s a cool girl.” I shrug.

      “She isn’t the type of girl to get around. She’s guarded and careful.” I get that he’s being a good friend to her. He’s been working with her for years.

      “We spoke about what’s happening between us, and we agreed that it’s a vacation fling,” I explain to him.

      Still, he looks worried. “Okay, bro. I’ve never seen you this invested in a girl before.”

      He isn’t wrong but I thought he was worried about Briar, not me.

      “That’s true. I like her. What’s the problem with that?” I ask him.

      “There isn’t one,” he says, and he walks past me into the bathroom. His words take a moment to sink in. I realize what he’s getting at. If I’m this invested in her now, how am I walking away the day after tomorrow? The truth is, I don’t know but I can’t go back on our deal. We said this was a fling and that’s what it needs to stay. Briar’s life is complicated and so is mine. So whatever this is will end when we return home as planned. For now, I plan to milk every moment with her.
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      Briar

      This has been my best Christmas in a long while. We are sitting around a large circular table with poinsettias in the middle, eating turkey with gravy and stuffing. My first year at Riverside, I spent the holidays alone in my apartment. The second year, a bunch of friends made a potluck Thanksgiving meal that consisted of a lot of junk food and chocolate, but the company was good and I didn’t complain. That turned into a Christmas potluck but since no one wanted to cook anything, we ordered pizza and wings. This year takes the cake.

      “I haven’t had such a good Christmas dinner in a long time,” Nolan says, leaning back in his chair like he’s overeaten.

      “Right,” Levi agrees.

      “Don’t dis the pizza and wings,” Ivy says. “Pizza is my favorite meal.”

      “But this is real food. I haven’t eaten this good in I don’t know how long,” I add.

      When I look over to Aaron, he’s frowning. He’s different than us. We all have a story of why we don’t go home for the holidays, but Aaron comes from a nice loving family, who is hurting right now.

      “Try this cranberry sauce.” Lynsey points.

      “I’m not a sauce person,” Taylor replies.

      “Me neither,” I agree with Taylor.

      “We’re going to need to find another deal next year,” Simon says.

      Everyone lifts their wine glasses. “Hear! Hear!”

      “I could definitely get used to taking vacations, but I’ve spent way more than I should’ve,” I admit to my friends. “Guess who’ll be eating lots of ramen noodles when she gets back?”

      “That goes for all of us.” Levi laughs.

      “Who’s ready for dessert?” Aaron asks.

      The hotel has set up a long, sweet table covered in candy canes, gingerbread cookies, truffles, red velvet brownies, Christmas cake, and other delicious treats.

      “I’ll pass.” I can’t afford to gain weight now. I have competitions coming up when we get back to Riverside. There’s no way I want my coaches side-eyeing me.

      “I should pass on the brownies even though I love red velvet,,” Aaron says.

      “We can tell who’s an athlete around here.” Jack winks. He’s on the school wrestling team. “I’m going to hit the sweet table and then the gym.”

      “I thought you were going to do me,” Ivy remarks.

      “You’ll be my cardio.” Jack grins.

      “You guys are so cheesy,” Lynsey complains.

      “The night is still young. How about we go to the bar and do some Christmas Karaoke?” Simon asks.

      “I’m down,” Nolan answers.

      After dinner we head to the bar. It’s a different vibe being on vacation. The weather is warm and it feels good to always have friends around. Life doesn’t seem so lonely.

      We head to the bar and luckily the mixed drinks are included in our all-inclusive fee. All the girls order cosmos. We lean into each other and take selfies, until Levi jumps in front of Sofia’s camera and photobombs the picture with his body flying in the air and his tongue sticking out. After that the guys get in on the selfies. We’re making memories. It’s not something I’m used to. I don’t have family photos past age ten. That was the point where life as I knew it changed. It would never be the same for me again: a broken family, a distracted mother, an absent father. I learned to be on my own and survive. Loneliness became my best friend. Letting loose these last couple of days, spending nights with Aaron buried deep inside me, has me feeling things I shouldn’t be feeling. When Aaron’s arms are around me, I feel like I belong in them, until I remind myself we expire tomorrow. I remind my heart not to get away from itself, but it still seems to be falling.

      I’m three drinks in when the girls decide we are getting on the stage together to sing “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.” At first, I’m hiding behind Taylor. Given my height, it’s not that hard. I’m the shortest girl here, but then Taylor takes my hand and pulls me beside her. We all put our arms over each other’s shoulders and sing our hearts out in a line. The alcohol definitely helps with my stage fright.

      After the song, we head back to the bar and take shots. That’s when everyone decides we should go up to the stage as couples. Taylor and Hawk go first singing, “Feliz Navidad.” By the time Aaron and I hit the stage, we are both more than tipsy and he picks the song “Let it Snow.” My cheeks are flushed as he looks at me and we sing. Aaron starts to walk across the stage and begins dancing, like really getting into his role as a performer. Since all my inhibitions have flown out the window, I sway my hips and follow his lead. We face each other, both of us smiling wide. I bat my lashes for effect and by the time the song ends, we are both cracking up so hard. We place the mics down and Aaron picks me up and twirls me around as I squeal with laughter. After Ivy and Simon do a song, everyone is ready for bed. I’m not sure what that means tonight. Aaron suddenly seems down. He says he’s going to take a walk. Taylor tells me she is staying with Hawk, which means our room is free tonight. Everyone goes their separate ways. I hang in the lobby for a bit, watching the waterfall and taking in all the lush greenery in the lobby. I’ve never stayed at a place like this before. I don’t know when the next time will be. I decide to head to the back of the hotel. There are people hanging around the pool. I walk past the pool area toward the beach. It’s there I see Aaron, his flop of dirty-blond hair blowing in the light ocean breeze. My heart gallops in my chest. It’s a feeling I need to get a hold of, but spending almost twenty-four hours a day with someone every day on vacation brings you closer a lot faster than it would back home, where the pace of life is busy.

      I walk over to him and he’s frowning. “Do you want company?”

      His lip tugs up on one corner. His smile is so damn perfect. “I would love some company.”

      I go to stand beside him and we both look out at the ocean. “Are you thinking of your family?” I ask him.

      His hands are tucked into the pockets of his shorts. “Yes, it’s been great being here, but I miss our Christmas traditions. I wonder if I’ll have next year with Mom, and what Dad and I will do if we don’t.”

      His words cause a fracture to run down my heart.

      “Tell me about your traditions,” I urge. “I haven’t had any in a long time. It would be nice to hear what real families do.”

      Aaron watches me with an intensity that’s unnerving. I don’t know if I’ve overstepped. I really can’t tell what he is thinking. My own judgment is clouded by the alcohol in my system, so maybe I am overstepping.

      “Mom would make huge dinners. My grandparents on both sides came for meals, along with my aunts, uncles, and cousins. I sometimes helped Mom make the pies. She’d make this s’mores pie that’s one of my favorites. We’d all have dinner together. When we were younger, we’d sing songs by the Christmas tree and the adults drank spiked eggnog. They’d give us kids the nonalcoholic kind, but I was never a fan. My cousins loved it though. Mom would make me my own Christmas blend. I don’t know what it was, but it tasted like a minty white chocolate. After that my parents would turn on our fireplace and we would all watch movies together. My grandparents and everyone slept at our house. It was a good time. A few years ago, we lost my dad’s dad and last year we lost Mom’s dad. That was hard, but they were old and led good lives. My mom has so much life left in her,” he says, looking out to the ocean.

      “It sounds like you guys have made amazing memories together. The only thing I remember from when my parents were together was they fought a lot. They never agreed on anything. In hindsight it made sense they got divorced, but the way Dad left was just. . .” I didn’t have words to describe how it felt to be abandoned by him.

      “That sounds tough. I can’t imagine, Briar. . .”

      “I don’t want you pitying me, Aaron. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, but it sounds like you have a jarful of amazing memories. Hold on to those. I researched ALS, I read that there are lots of treatments to prolong life.”

      “You did?” he asks, his green eyes round.

      I nod. “I know there is only so far that meds will get her, but you need to cherish every moment she has now and make the best of it. Your parents seem to be doing that with their trip. I’m sure they would hate to know that you are here sad on this beautiful island. Your mom probably wants you happy and smiling. You have her great life to celebrate. She seems to be embracing it. You should to,” I advise.

      He turns to me, his hand comes up to caress my cheek, his thumb, rough and calloused, moves in even strokes across my cheek before he dips his head and claims my lips. My arms come up around his neck as my body presses into him. His arms wrap around me, drawing me in to his warmth and strength. In Aaron’s arms I feel wanted. In his kiss I am lost, and it’s not something I want to think about. When we are practically ready to rip each other’s clothes off, I remember where we are and pull away.

      “Stay in my room tonight,” he says. It’s a request, even though he’s said it like a statement. His green eyes are pleading.

      I nod and he takes me by the hand and leads me to the lobby. We wait for the elevator. A throb burns between my thighs as I think of him inside me. I am inpatient waiting for the elevator to arrive, and when it does, I thank my lucky stars we are alone inside because the moment those doors close Aaron and I are consumed by another kiss. He pins me to the wall and the familiar feeling of his hard cock pressed against my belly has me quivering and melting into him.

      I’m wearing a mini skirt and he dips his finger under the hem, finding my clit. “Always so ready for me, Briar. I love that about you and the way you can make me get lost in you. Make me forget my problems even exist.”

      His words jar me because if I have that impact on him then maybe he’s feeling what I am, but that can’t be right. I must be a convenient distraction right now. That’s what it is.

      I get out of my head when he dips his finger inside me and I clench around him, a loud moan filling the quiet space of the elevator. The ding of the elevator arriving on our floor causes us to pull apart. He takes his finger that was just in my pussy and sucks on it. “So damn sweet, Briar.”

      We can’t get to his room fast enough. When he gets the door open, we are a tangled mess of limbs as he removes my tank top and I pull off his T-shirt. His hands roam all over my exposed skin as my hands ache to touch every part of his warm, solid body. It only takes a moment for us to strip. I jump onto the bed in a heap of laughter. The alcohol coursing through my veins makes me feel bold enough to show him just how needy I am.

      Aaron laughs and he’s hovering above me in moments. There is nothing slow or careful about the way we kiss. I inch my hips up to rub on his cock and he slides inside me in one forceful thrust, causing me to cry out in ecstasy. We are both so hungry, so lost in whatever is happening between us, as he fucks me missionary style into oblivion. He lifts my thighs over his shoulders and penetrates me deeper, rubbing my clit in all the right places. Our chemistry and the way we move feel familiar, but it’s only been days. Yet, it’s like we are engaged in a dance we know well as he pounds into me hard, causing me to fall over the edge. Aaron falls with me in a heap of grunts and growls.

      When he says, “There’s nothing more I love than coming inside you.” My eyes open but the pressure of his cock on my clit distracts me. All I can focus on is the sheer ecstasy he’s delivering.
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      Aaron

      I wake up from a dream where I am beating some massive sea monster and winning. My heart races as I take in the beauty sleeping beside me. Her long hair is sprawled across the pillow as she breathes in and out slowly, so at peace. We had woken up in the middle of the night and had sex again, only it was different. We weren’t the hungry lovers we usually were. There was a tenderness between us and some familiarity. It felt overwhelming having our bodies moving in such fluid rhythm. Me flipping her on her back and nibbling her neck. Us rolling across the bed. Her seated on me as both of us stared into each other’s eyes as we moved. Something was shifting between us. I knew it had to do with our deep talks and off-the-chart chemistry. Sharing my personal life with a girl was something I’d never cared to do before Briar.

      My stomach grumbled, pulling me from my thoughts. I didn’t want to wake Briar, so I slid out of bed and grabbed my phone. Our vacation group chat was blowing up with messages about not spending the day in bed when it was our last day in the sun.

      They were right, but I wanted to give Briar a little extra time to sleep. So after getting dressed, I went down to the lobby to fetch us both breakfast. What I learned of Briar these last few days was she was used to being on her own and didn’t have someone to take care of her. It was a feeling I wasn’t familiar with because my parents were always there for me when I needed them.

      I brushed my teeth, threw on a T-shirt, a pair of boxers, and shorts. I grabbed the key card before leaving the room and ran my fingers through my unkempt hair. When I got down to the restaurant in the lobby, most of the group was sitting around a long table enjoying the breakfast buffet.

      “Bro, finally decided to join us,” Levi says, fist bumping me.

      I fist bump him back. “Just came to grab some breakfast.”

      “Where is Briar?” Taylor asks.

      “Still sleeping,” I answer with nonchalance.

      “I didn’t expect you and her to get so hot and heavy,” Ivy cuts in. I didn’t appreciate her comment. She and I hooked up a year ago or so. It was one night and didn’t mean much.

      “Well, I’m starved so I’ll catch you guys later.” I walk toward the buffet. Breakfast is different this morning. The hotel made all kinds of Christmas-themed food. I grab a plate for me and one for Briar. I place a gingerbread-spiced cinnamon roll on each of our plates, followed by a croissant stuffed with ham and cheese, the air fryer bacon looks good so I take a few slices of that, I also take some pecan Belgian waffles. I realize this breakfast is one big carb overload, so I head over to the omelet station and ask for two vegetable omelets. With my hands full, I can’t grab coffee so I walk over to one of the servers and ask for a tray. They do better and give me a trolley for me to place the tray on. In addition to the coffee, I take some orange juice and as I’m placing the orange juice on the tray, the server gives me a jar of fresh-cut flowers. When I pass my friends sitting at the table, I see them watching me with different expressions. Levi has a stupid grin. Hawk’s eyes are bugging out. Simon is laughing. Taylor is wide-eyed. I have nothing better to do so I wave and walk out of the restaurant with the trolley. I head up to the room and use my key card to open the door, but it takes some maneuvering to get the trolley through the door and I accidentally bang into it. The noise wakes Briar.

      “Hmm,” she says, sounding sleepy before she opens her eyes, but they don’t fully open. “Aaron, what’s going on?” Her eyes flutter before opening.

      “I brought you breakfast,” I say, pushing the trolley fully into the room.

      Her cerulean eyes open wide and she sits up quickly. The sheet she has draped on her falls, giving me a perfect view of her pert tits and her sexy tan lines.

      “I was starving, so I figured some breakfast in bed would be a nice Christmas morning treat,” I explain, feeling out of my element. I’ve never done something like this for a girl before, but I have seen Dad make Mom breakfast in bed and she really seemed to enjoy it.

      “Thank you,” she says. She pulls the sheet up, hiding my view of her chest. “That’s so sweet.”

      I walk over to the blinds and open them, then I open the sliding door. We have a partial ocean view. “I thought we could eat out on the balcony,” I suggest since there is a table with two chairs out there.

      “That sounds perfect. Do you have a T-shirt I can borrow?” she asks.

      I give her a plain white T-shirt. She slips it on and it hits her knees. She heads into the bathroom for a bit while I set up our breakfast.

      When she comes out, she seems more awake.

      She leans over and smells the flowers. “These are so tropical,” she notes.

      “The server gave them to me.” I shrug.

      I suddenly feel like I’m being weird. I thought this would be a nice gesture to do for Briar, but now I realize it’s a romantic one too. Not that it’s a problem. But I don’t want her to think I want more. I mean, maybe I want things to last with us past today but I can’t say that to her. Besides, she made it clear we are ending this when we get on the plane tonight.

      “Cool,” she says.

      We head outside and I pass her the plate heaping with food. “I didn’t know what you would want so I kind of took one of each.”

      “It all looks so delicious, but I’m sure I’ve gained weight on this trip with all the drinking and eating. My coaches are going to be angry with me. I better stick with the omelet, it looks delicious.”

      “I usually watch what I’m eating too. Too many carbs cause crashes and slows me down, but I couldn’t resist.” I bite into the gingerbread-spiced cinnamon roll. “Hmm, this is good.”

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “Gingerbread-spiced cinnamon roll,” I reply. I take some icing on my finger and swipe it across her cheek.

      “Oh no you didn’t,” she says. She places her plate on the table and swipes at the icing with her finger. Then she straddles me. I have just enough time to place my plate down and grab on to her hands. She fights me.

      “You aren’t wiping that on my face,” I tell her.

      “I’ll find a way,” she says still trying to fight me.

      She rolls her hips over my cock and moans. All reason leaves me as my cock hardens. Briar uses the opportunity to run her finger down my nose.

      “I can’t believe you just did that.” I laugh. I wrap my arms around her and lean in to kiss her.

      She kisses me back, the fight leaving her body as she melts against me. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      “No worries. Everyone is downstairs and ready to hang out by the pool. Should we get ready? I was thinking we need a quick shower,” I suggest.

      “Is that Aaron code for come have sex with me in the shower?” She laughs.

      “Am I that predictable?” I chuckle.

      “You’re that horny.”

      She isn’t wrong. I like being inside this girl a little too much. I also just enjoy spending time with her. We head into the shower after I chase her inside the bathroom. I pull my T-shirt over her head. She reaches up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      I rub my finger along her plump lips. She reaches up and pulls my T-shirt off and then she runs her hands over my chest, my nipples. She reaches into my shorts and wraps her hand around my cock and begins to pump.

      We kiss some more and make our way closer to the shower. I reach out and turn the water on. When it starts to steam, I guide us in the shower. I tell her to place her hands on the wall and I massage the globes of her ass before roping my arm around her waist. I dip my finger between her thighs and start rubbing her clit. It doesn’t take long before she is dripping for me.

      “Aaron,” she cries out.

      “What do you need, beautiful?” I ask.

      Her answer is, “You know.”

      Normally, I would want her to be verbal about what she wants, but that small answer somehow means more. In a short time, I’ve learned what her body wants and I know what she needs. I dip a finger inside her and begin pumping. She reaches behind her back and begins to pump my cock, squeezing the base and running her thumb over my tip.

      I begin thrusting into her hand when I let out a loud growl. “I need inside you, Briar.”

      “Yes,” she hisses, lifting her ass up for me to slide inside her.

      I guide my cock to her entrance. It takes some work because of our height difference, but I bend my knees until the angle is just right. When I slide inside, we both grown. Her palms fall flat against the wall as she starts to move her hips. I thrust inside her, pumping into her warm heat. She’s so tight, I won’t last long. I reach an arm around her waist and start rubbing her clit as I pump inside her. Her moans grow louder until I know she is close because her thrusts are fast and hungry, just like mine, as we chase our high, falling over the edge together. Her pussy squeezes my cock so tight I am seeing colors. I pour inside her, feeling like I’m claiming her.

      After sex we quickly wash up, and she wraps herself in a towel and runs to her room next door, saying she’ll meet me in the lobby. After the nights we spent together and all the sex we’ve had, I thought we’d be closer, but she seems to be pulling away and I tell myself it’s for the best.
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      Briar

      Everyone is hanging out together by the pool today. The girls are drinking margaritas and working on their tans. I am too. This vacation has exceeded all my expectations, except for where Aaron is concerned. The way he brought me breakfast in bed after such an intimate night together got under my skin. I don’t understand what he’s doing. Is he trying to make me fall in love with him because it really wouldn’t be that difficult.

      I leave the group and walk over to the other side of the pool to call my friend, Annie. She’s one of my best friends, always checking in on me, so I feel like I need to do the same after I was scrolling Instagram and saw Cade Price made a post about her. Cade is on the hockey team with Aaron. They seem to be very close.

      “Hey,” Annie answers, sounding happy to hear from me.

      “Annie, holy shit. Did you see Cade’s post?” I ask, freaking the hell out. Annie’s been anti-relationship after a run of bad luck with some guys.

      “Uh no.” She sounds alarmed.

      “Go to Instagram right now,” I demand. I’m on vacation and I didn’t miss it. How has she not seen it?

      Cade posted a shirtless pic of him in the snow with a beanie on his head, wearing snow pants. He’s got a guy friend beside him in a similar outfit. Cade’s hands are forming a heart and he looks like he may be at the top of a mountain.

      My friend falls silent. “Annie, did you read his message?” I ask.

      “I’m getting to it. I kind of got stuck on how hot he looks in that picture,” she says and it makes sense. Those two have some serious chemistry.

      Cade’s post reads: Had so much fun with you at Christmas. Missing you hard, Annie <3

      “That isn’t real, Briar. We’re faking it.”

      “But he did spend Christmas with you. You never told me what ended up happening,” I ask curiously.

      “He was here for a couple of days. He had to head home to deal with some family stuff.”

      “Hmm. I’m not buying it. That boy is gorgeous. Like, he’s seriously droolworthy and you’re gorgeous. There isn’t a chance where two single people in your situation didn’t hook up.” I may be projecting on my and Aaron’s situation, but I don’t think I’m wrong. I was at the bar when Annie helped Cade save face when he caught his longtime girlfriend cheating. She kissed him and the kiss was hot as hell.

      “Briar, you know where I stand on hookups.”

      I groan. “Dude, you’re young and probably very horny. Cade looks good, and he’s a nice guy from what I’ve seen. There is nothing wrong with you. You just had bad taste in men. Key word is had, like in the past.”

      “Ford wants me back. He made it crystal clear when he was here with his family Christmas Eve,” she says, referring to her high school boyfriend. He was a real douchebag. He didn’t treat her right.

      “So, do you want him back?” I ask.

      “Absolutely not. But I spent the better part of high school crushing on him, dating him, and having him break my heart. A normal person would’ve dumped him from the start.”

      “You’re a normal person. Why can’t you just accept you were young and inexperienced and now you know better?”

      “Because of Chase. It was a repeat of my relationship with Ford. It was Chase who led me to believe I have a pattern where relationships are concerned. I haven’t been with anyone since.” I can understand her reservations and need to protect her heart because that’s what I’m doing with Aaron now. He’s sliding under my skin, and I don’t know what to do.

      “Again, it was freshman year. You were young. College was new. You aren’t the same girl you were back then. Can you at least admit that?” I think it’s a solid argument. I somehow have good advice for my friends but when it comes to my own relationships, I flounder.

      “Yes.”

      “Halleluiah,” I cheer.

      “I’m smarter now. I’m not falling for an athlete who looks like Cade and has a million girls chasing him,” she states. Oh boy, that sounds exactly how I am feeling about Aaron right now. I should confide in my friend about what is going on with Aaron, but it’s a fling. We are heading home today, and it will be over. It’s better if no one knows about it because we have friends in common who are dating. Things could get awkward. Keeping it a secret makes perfect sense.

      “Damn, you’re impossible,” I say, even if I have an inkling about what she must be feeling.

      “How about we focus on you for a second? Where the hell are you? It sounds like you’re in the middle of a party.”

      Oops. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going because they all left town for the holidays.

      “I took off to Punta Cana for a few days. There was a last-minute deal,” I explain. “I’m sipping a margarita at an all-inclusive resort as we speak.”

      “Wow, that sounds fun. Good for you. Who did you go with?” she asks.

      “Some friends who stayed behind from Black Jack’s and a few other students from Riverside.” I try to keep my answer vague.

      “Have an amazing time. I’m kinda jealous now.” She laughs.

      “Oh, you should be, the beach has crystal-clear water, and the sand is so soft and clean.”

      “Enjoy your trip. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Oh, come on, Annie. We’re having fun all day long and all night long. You really think I’m going to abstain or use a vibrator? There’re some hot guys here with us.” Aaron walks up to me. “There you are,” he mutters quietly and then he picks me up and cradles me against his chest. “Annie, I have to go. Happy New Year. Love you!”

      “Aaron, my phone. Please don’t throw me in,” I plead.

      Hawk runs by and grabs my phone from my hand before Aaron tosses me into the pool. He jumps in after me. I fall to the bottom of the pool and swim back up. Aaron emerges from the water after me, his green eyes glowing and rivulets of water covering his body. His wet hair is slicked back, and he looks so good.

      “I can’t believe you did that.” I splash water at him.

      “You’ve been evading me all day. I don’t like it,” he says.

      I laugh. “Are you not used to girls not giving you attention?”

      His lip quirks into a crooked grin. “I’ve never had a girl run from me. They’re usually all over me.”

      I wince.

      His eyes narrow on me. “You don’t like hearing about me with other women.”

      It’s a statement not a question.

      “I guess not, but don’t read into it. I know your dick has made its rounds at school,” I say, reminding myself more than him that he isn’t a guy I can fall for.

      “You aren’t wrong, but my dick has never had so many rounds with the same girl before, and I still want more,” he says, surprising me.

      “Aaron.” My face falls. “That was never the plan.”

      “I know, but I don’t like the idea of other guys putting their dicks inside you now,” he says.

      I know what he means but the way he says it makes me laugh.

      “That sounds so bad. If it’s any consolation, I don’t get around,” I tell him.

      “That makes me like you more, Briar.”

      The way he says my name makes my pussy clench.

      “We had a deal. This fling has run its course,” I say, needing to protect my heart.

      “You’re right,” he agrees.

      A part of me wants him to say this is not over for him either, but we are heading back to Riverside. Back to real life, which means I need to accept the fact we are done. It’s for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      The trip felt like a dream and far exceeded my expectations of what a vacation would feel like. Now I understood the hype of taking a vacation, and I checked off three items from my bucket list. I was also paying the price of late nights and all that partying because I was tired. The last days of vacation were spent with me chilling around the house and in bed. When I wasn’t relaxing, I went to the Sports Complex to work out in the gym. I gained seven pounds in four days of vacation. It was something my coaches were going to notice. Gymnastics was one of those sports where weight mattered. It was hard to hide a few extra pounds with the bodysuits we were required to wear.

      The group from Punta Cana spent New Year’s Eve together drinking and hanging out at Ivy and Lynsey’s house, but drinking and eating more food was the last thing I needed. So I spent the night in bed watching movies. When Annie and Ruby wanted to catch up after vacation, I couldn’t say no. The night before the semester started, I went to Black Jack’s with them. I had thought about telling them about my fling with Aaron but after giving it a lot of thought, I convinced myself it was better not to talk about him. I’d somehow managed to develop feelings for the jerk in the short time we were together. I cried the first night I was home because, how did I meet such a great guy who was so unavailable? The thought alone made it feel like my heart was breaking and that’s exactly what I tried to avoid by keeping Aaron at a distance. After Ruby revealed she and Macklin had been hooking up and were now together, I told myself it was better I kept the secret because Macklin played for the Riverside U hockey team, and now, I had two friends dating hockey players. Besides, Aaron was not dating material. Only problem is, I couldn’t avoid him when Annie got me a ticket for a home game. I had the privilege of watching Aaron in action, and boy was he good. NCAA hockey was popular among students at Riverside, unlike gymnastics, which didn’t get the same kind of attention. Watching Aaron play had my hormones in a twist. I never thought hockey would be a sexy sport. The guys are wearing so much gear and using sticks. Hell, I could barely see his face through the helmet and my body was heating up watching him fight for the puck. Once the game was over, I left the arena like a bat out of hell, while my friends waited for their men by the locker room. There was no way I wanted to come face-to-face with Aaron and be reminded of how good we were together. We had agreed to a fling in Punta Cana, and that is exactly what it was.

      I drove home from the arena with my emotions swirling inside me like a tsunami. A wave of nausea washed over me as I was driving. I grabbed a hot dog at the game since I hadn’t eaten dinner, and it felt like it was making a comeback. Probably not the best option to eat a hot dog after all the weight I gained, but it smelled so good I couldn’t resist. Only the nausea felt overwhelming so I pulled off to the side of the road and got out of my car. A few cleansing breaths weren’t enough to keep the nausea at bay because suddenly I was puking at the side of the road. Instead of feeling worse after puking, I felt relieved. Maybe I got food poisoning from the hot dog.

      I took a warm shower when I got back home and went to bed. I wasn’t friends with my housemates. My room was the cheapest one I could find in off-campus housing. I got a stipend as part of my scholarship. I had to make sure the money went a long way. Sometimes it got lonely not having friends to live with, but over time I got used to doing everything on my own. My mind wandered back to my time in Punta Cana. To the hot nights spent with Aaron in bed. The way his large strong body fit against mine, even though I was so much smaller. Aaron was gentle and attentive. I drifted off to sleep dreaming of sunsets and a hockey player with sandy-blond hair.

      The next morning, I woke to my alarm with a startle. I sat up too quickly and felt another wave of nausea. Oh no. I must have caught something. Maybe it wasn’t food poisoning after all. I sipped some water and got ready. Skipping breakfast seemed like the right thing to do. I didn’t want my breakfast to make a comeback during practice. With a competition coming up this weekend, I couldn’t afford to bail on practice. I got to practice a few minutes early, which gave me time to run into the locker room and take off my hoodie and joggers since I always came dressed in my bodysuit under my clothes. My hair was in a high ponytail, as per usual.

      My friend, Monica, was leaving the locker room the same time as me. “Are you feeling okay? You look pale.”

      “I may have caught a bug, I’ll be fine.” I waved her off, despite feeling weak and tired. I hadn’t slept well the night before and my body was feeling it.

      Coach Ludmila blew her whistle. All the gymnasts lined up. She gave us her usual spiel about the competition being days away. Then she ordered us to do ten laps around the gym to warm up. I ran beside Monica and a guy named Jaden, but I wasn’t keeping up with them and they slowed down, which I appreciated. By the time practice officially started, I felt wiped out. Coach put me on the floor with three other girls. I needed to work on my floor routine since I was having trouble sticking the last tuck.

      Monica did her routine first. Hers was similar to mine in that it started off with a roundoff back handspring. I could usually do those in my sleep, but when I got into position my head felt like I was floating. I pushed through it and ran into my roundoff, then went straight into my back handspring followed by a twist to face forward, at which point I went into a front tuck. I didn’t stick the landing and fell on my ass like a complete amateur. Coach Ludmila caught on to my mishap and walked over to me.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, looking me up and down like she was inspecting me under a microscope.

      “I’m fine. I just didn’t sleep well last night,” I reply, which wasn’t a lie.

      She pinched her lips. “I didn’t want to mention anything, but how was your break? Did you go home to see your family?”

      I hated questions about my family. I avoided them like the plague. Especially since Mom hadn’t even remembered to call me on Christmas Day. She called on New Year’s and said things had gotten hectic with my siblings, who I barely knew.

      “I went away with friends.”

      She nods. “You’ve put on weight. You’re tired and you aren’t on you’re A game.” Gymnastic coaches were known to be harsh. It was that kind of sport and Ludmila had made herself a career training world-class gymnasts. You didn’t get that reputation by going easy.

      “I’m taking care of the weight. I may have a small bug. It’s nothing. I’m sure I’ll be fine for the competition,” I assure. It was three days away. I was fighting a virus. It was enough time to feel better.

      “Good,” she said pronouncing the “d” in good like a “t.”  “Now give me a roundoff back handspring back tuck. One, two, three.” She clapped her hands.

      I was so not in the mood to be here. I usually had a strong drive to succeed in gymnastics. It’s how I got this far. Sprained ankles and wrists and bruising all over my body was never enough to deter me. I was determined to go all the way. I had the Olympics as a goal. Winning a medal could mean money I could really use for my future.

      I ran to the edge of the mat and took a deep breath before taking off in the routine Coach Ludmila asked me to do. Everything was smooth until I landed the back tuck and lost my balance. I had to stick the landing. I usually had a hard time sticking it, but today I was extra clumsy. Coach Ludmila sighed. “Again,” she demanded.

      My stomach was churning. If I had to do any more flips, I was going to throw up again. I ran back to the corner of the mat to get ready for another run, but I couldn’t do it. Instead, I ran to the restroom and heaved over the toilet. When I left the bathroom, Coach Ludmila was waiting for me.

      “You need to go to the campus clinic,” she said. “Keep me updated.”

      I was excused. I went to the locker room and got dressed and grabbed my schoolbag. I called the campus clinic to book an appointment. I had my share of the flu and colds over the years. It wasn’t like I hadn’t missed a practice to illness before, but something about how I was feeling felt off.

      The clinic only had an appointment for the end of the day, so I decided to stay on campus and go to classes. By lunchtime I was queasy again. I ran to the bathroom and threw up. Maybe I contracted some weird virus in Punta Cana. I began to worry. Getting sick was no fun when you didn’t have someone to rely on to take care of you.

      My stomach felt empty from all the vomiting, so I made my way to the Student Center where there was a large food court. I had to be careful with my choice of a meal. The problem was, the thought of eating salad was making me nauseous again. I was more in the mood for a double burger with cheese and fries.

      I bumped into Taylor while I was staring at my food options.

      “Hey, Briar.” She waved.

      “Oh, hey.”

      Her face morphed from smile to concern. “Are you okay?”

      I held my belly since it felt unsettled. “I’m just a little under the weather.”

      “Oh no, you look pale. Have you been to the doctor?” she asked.

      “I have an appointment at the campus clinic later on,” I said.

      “Good, is there anything I can do to help?” she offered, which was sweet.

      “I don’t know how I’ll be feeling tomorrow. How do you feel about covering my shift?” I asked.

      “Honestly, it would be good for me. I ended up spending a lot more money in Punta Cana than I expected.”

      “Me too.” Which was why I wasn’t in a position to be giving up shifts.

      “Okay, well, you can always let me know tomorrow. You should eat something. Maybe try the minestrone soup at the Italian Eatery. It’s packed with vegetables.”

      “Thanks. Maybe I will.”

      “I have to run to a class. Be in touch, okay?” she said, getting ready to bolt.

      “Yeah,” I sighed. I walk over to the Italian Eatery. A fresh pepperoni pizza is sitting behind the glass window, all melted cheese and steam. My stomach growls. I usually don’t allow myself to indulge in pizza, but the thought of eating a vegetable soup makes me want to hurl again.

      I get a slice and sit at a table alone.

      Aaron walks by my table just as I am taking a bite of pizza. “That looks good.”

      “It is,” I say as I continue to bite into the slice.

      Aaron’s hair is a messy flop and a piece of hair falls into his eyes. Wearing a Riverside U hoodie and a pair of worn jeans, with a knapsack slung over one shoulder, he looks like a dream.

      “Do you mind if I have a seat?” he asks. He looks so good and I probably look like a pale mess.

      “Go ahead.” I motion for him to sit across from me.

      “The guys were grilling me about my trip. I didn’t mention anything about us though. But I did say I hooked up with a hot gymnast.” He winces.

      Him calling me hot causes a blush to crawl up my cheeks.

      “Okay.” I wait to see where this conversation is going.

      “That’s it. I know we said we’d keep what happened in Punta Cana a secret. I told the guys who were on the trip not to mention anything to anyone about me and you hooking up,” he goes on.

      “I appreciate that. Annie and Ruby were grilling me too, but I just made it sound like I hooked up with a random guy,” I say and now he winces. I don’t understand his reaction.

      “Yeah, cool, okay,” he mutters. “But it wasn’t a random thing, I mean it was. . .different. . .right?”

      His nervous demeanor and question throw me off. Is he saying it was more for him too?

      “No, it wasn’t random. It was nice, Aaron,” I admit and that buys me a relaxed smile from him that causes my belly to flip. I shouldn’t still be reacting to him this way.

      “Yeah, it was,” he agrees on an exhale that almost sounds like a pleasured sigh.

      “But it’s better we move on.” I don’t have time for him. I have to stay focused.

      His green eyes narrow. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Not really. I’m fighting a bug,” I admit to him.

      “Shit. Sorry. Is there something I can do?” he asks.

      Why does he have to be so nice?

      “I’m good. I’m going to the campus clinic later. I’m sure they’ll give me some medicine or something.”

      “Okay, well…” He stands awkwardly and rubs his hand down his thigh. His thick muscular thigh that causes drool to pool in my mouth. “I’ll see you around?”

      “Yeah.” I nod.

      Aaron takes off and I indulge in my slice of pizza. After I eat, I feel a lot better and I attend my afternoon classes.

      By 4:00 p.m. I’ve checked into the clinic, and I am in a room waiting to see a doctor.

      The doctor who enters the room is a man who looks to be in his mid-fifties. “Hello, Ms. Halle, I’m Dr. Sloane, what brings you in today?”

      “I’ve been throwing up and I feel queasy and weak,” I explain.

      “Any recent travel out of the country?” he asks.

      “I was in Punta Cana over Christmas,” I explain.

      “Any diarrhea, coughing, runny nose?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Are you sexually active?” he asks next.

      I shift a little, always feeling uncomfortable about these kinds of questions.

      “Yes,” I reply, “but I’m on birth control.”

      He types some notes on his computer and turns to look at me. “The fact that you don’t have diarrhea is promising because it rules out you’ve contracted a bacteria overseas. I will need you to do a urine test. I want to check for pregnancy. Once we have that ruled out, then we can move on to blood work,” he explains like it’s routine.

      My eyelids flutter fast as I blink numerous times. “A pregnancy test isn’t necessary. I assure you. We can just move on to the blood work.”

      Dr. Sloane’s features morph into a sympathetic smile. His eyes creasing at the corners. “I understand you didn’t plan on a pregnancy but given your symptoms, we need to rule it out. It’s not something that can be ignored.”

      My breathing turns labored as I try to take a breath and I can’t. “I’m going to faint.”

      He stands and moves closer to me. At the same time, he pages a nurse to come into the room. A nurse arrives in seconds. The doctor updates her on my situation.

      “I’m going to give you two a few moments together,” he says. Then he looks to the nurse. “When she’s ready, I will need the test.”

      The nurse nods and the doctor leaves.

      “My name is Lila. I understand Dr. Sloane wants you to do a pregnancy test,” she says, waiting for an answer.

      I nod. “I’m not pregnant. I’m on birth control.” I start to tear. “This can’t be happening.”

      “Unplanned pregnancies are very scary, and we are here to support you. You aren’t the first student to come through these doors needing to do a test. Sometimes they are positive and sometimes they are negative, but it’s important you know either way. Whatever happens, know the university has many resources available to support you.”

      “I’m a scholarship student. If I get kicked off the gymnastics team, I won’t be able to stay in school.” My panic rises like a pot boiling over.

      “The NCAA will provide exceptions to students in your position. They allow you to take a leave from competing. You can also go to the financial aid office and apply for financial aid. The university has childcare on campus,” she goes on. “If your test is positive, there are ways of getting help. But before we get ahead of ourselves, why don’t you take this cup and pee in it? I’ll check the urine and we can take it from there.”

      Lila is very sweet and supportive. She has a motherly quality of giving reassurance and support I’m not used to. What happens when I leave this office? I am once again on my own.

      “Okay,” I agree. I take the cup and head to the restroom. My heart is beating too fast. Maybe because I know the doctor might be right. If I was sick, I’d have a temperature and diarrhea, maybe I would be coughing. The fact that eating a greasy slice of pizza made me feel better isn’t reassuring because, last time I checked, pizza doesn’t have medicinal ingredients.

      Lila is waiting for me when I leave the restroom.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “I don’t know.” It’s the best I’ve got.

      “Why don’t you head back to the room? I’ll check this and then Dr. Sloane and I will be in to give you the results.”

      I nod and walk back to the exam room feeling numb.

      A million thoughts rush through my mind. I try to plan for a positive result. Can I call mom and ask for help? Maybe dad? I would need to tell Aaron. How will he react? As it is he has so much on his plate with his mom being sick. The timing couldn’t be worse for him.

      Lila and Dr. Sloane walk back into the room. My heart beats erratically as I try to read their stoic expressions.

      “Ms. Halle, your test is positive. Nurse Lila is here to support you with any questions you may have. We will need to refer you to an obstetrician at the Riverside General Hospital. Nurse Lila said she mentioned some services the university offers. She can provide you with more information on your options now. I know this is scary, but the wellness clinic is here to support you. Is the father in the picture?” he then asks.

      A bead of sweat pops on my forehead. “Not really.”

      “I see. Okay, well, we should set you up with an ultrasound and Nurse Lila will take some initial information from you. I wish you the best of luck,” he says and then he glances to Nurse Lila with what looks like a look of concern.

      The doctor leaves and Nurse Lila gets down to business. She suggests a multivitamin with folic acid that she wants me to start taking immediately. She gives me a list of foods I can’t eat. She sends a referral to the hospital for an ultrasound and doctor, and she gives me a flyer that has a bunch of phone numbers I will need that includes financial aid, student housing, therapists at the wellness center, and childcare on campus.

      “If the hospital clinic doesn’t call within the next two days, give them a call. You should get that ultrasound done in the next week or so,” she says.

      I nod. My mouth feels drier than the Sahara Desert.

      By the time I leave the doctor’s office my head is spinning. It’s been hours since I had lunch and I’m nauseous again. I can’t afford to keep eating out so I head back to my house and eat ramen noodles, which settles my stomach somewhat.

      I have homework I need to do but I can’t bring myself to focus. Instead, I go to take a warm shower. After, I get into flannel pajamas and curl on my bed and cry. It’s 10:00 p.m. by the time I’ve cried all the tears I have inside me.

      I pick up my phone and call Mom. It goes to voicemail. “Hi, Mom.” My voice is scratchy. “I really need to talk to you. Something has come up and I need some help.” I don’t know why I’m bothering to call her, other than I feel desperate and lost. “Please call me back when you have a chance.”

      I’m not sure Mom will call me back so I try a number I haven’t used in five years. It’s my dad’s phone number.

      “Hi, Dad, this is Briar. Briar Halle, your daughter. Um, I need to talk to you. Can you please give me a call when you have a chance?”

      I end the call and stare into space until I fall asleep. The next morning my alarm goes off at 6:00 a.m. I get up and get ready for practice. What am I going to do? I need to tell my coaches about the pregnancy. It’s not something I can hide. And when and how do I tell Aaron?

      Since eating makes me feel better, I make myself a peanut butter and honey sandwich and it seems to settle me somewhat. I arrive to practice and Coach Ludmila watches me with eagle eyes.

      “Feeling better, Briar?” she asks with her Russian accent.

      “Yes,” I reply but I feel like a liar, probably because I’m lying. I’m not okay. I’m going to have to come clean. I just need time to process all this.

      Coach sends me over to the floor. I take a deep breath and fly through my routine. Thankfully, I stick the tucks, which appeases her.

      The rest of the day goes by in a blur. I try to calculate my due date. Since I am guessing I got pregnant around December 23rd, it means my due date will be September 28th. The start of my senior year. It means I can finish junior year. But how long will I be able to compete without my coaches knowing about my situation? I can compete this weekend for sure. I just need to make sure I eat well or maybe it won’t be enough to eat, and I’ll end up puking during the competition.

      It’s all too much to process. I don’t understand how any of this happened.

      I make an appointment to speak with a therapist at the wellness center, but they can only give me an appointment next week. I head to the rest of my classes and at night I get ready for my shift at Black Jack’s. Taylor messaged me about taking my shift, but I need all the money I can get. Neither of my parents have gotten back to me, but it can take Mom a couple of weeks to return my calls.

      Black Jack’s is busy tonight. In a way it’s good because my mind is distracted. I worry Aaron might walk in tonight, and I’m not ready to see him. Not yet. After my shift, I head out to my car. It’s snowing and the weather is crummy. I scrape the snow off my windows and drive home. When I get home, I take a quick shower, slip on pj’s, and sit at the little desk in my room to google everything I need to know about pregnancy. I know I could give the baby away for adoption or get an abortion, but something inside me feels connected to this little nugget

      inside me. My parents were awful parents. I don’t know if I have the means to take care of this child. What about gymnastics, the Olympics, and law school? Maybe I’ll have to give it all up to take care of this nugget. When I start yawning, I move to the bed and pass out. Things always look brighter in the morning.
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      The competition was a bust. I not only didn’t stick my landing on the back tuck, but I also screwed up my bar routine too. I spent the better part of the weekend throwing up to the point that my roommates heard me puking and asked me if I was all right. I also caught them whispering about me, which isn’t a good thing. I’m the girl who is puking in the morning and has gained weight. Both of those are clear signs of pregnancy. At least according to Google.

      I’m leaving the bus at the Sports Complex. It’s where we usually get dropped off when we come back from meets. Coach Ludmila is standing at the entrance of the bus, wishing the girls a good night and congratulating the girls returning with medals. A medal I should’ve easily won.

      “Briar, I would like to see you in my office first thing tomorrow morning,” Coach says. I’m grateful she doesn’t want to talk to me now because I am thoroughly drained. Coach Ludmila is tough but she also cares about her athletes. She ensures we are keeping a proper diet and getting the right amount of sleep. She cares when someone breaks up with a partner and is upset. She’s also tough. Pushing us to be our best.

      “Okay,” I say to her. “Have a good night.”

      “You too,” she says.

      I’m walking toward my SUV in the dark parking lot when I spot the hockey team coming off their bus. I keep my head low. I’m not ready to see Aaron. Thankfully, it didn’t snow this weekend so my car is clean. I get in and head home. When I walk through the door, my housemates are in the kitchen. They don’t acknowledge me and I’m used to it. I head up to my room where I keep my own kettle and boil some water to make ramen noodles. Then I lie back on my bed and check my phone.

      I have a message from Ruby asking how the meet went. I also have a voicemail from Mom.

      “Hi, Briar, I got your message. I have some bad news. Otis is leaving me and the girls. I won’t be able to afford to pay your lease anymore. I’ll try to come out to campus by the end of the month to pick up the car. Be in touch.” Her voice is shaky and she sounds like she may be crying.

      Fuck me. When it rains it pours.

      Not only is she not going to help, she’s taking away my only form of transportation.

      I hold on to my stomach. It’s going to be okay, Nugget. It has to be. I’m not like my mom or dad. I won’t abandon you.

      My cell rings. It’s Annie. I don’t have it in me to answer but I answer anyway because I know she won’t stop until I do.

      “Hello?”

      “Briar, you’ve been more MIA than usual,” she chides.

      “Sorry, just got back from a meet.”

      “How did it go?” she asks.

      “Not great. I had some major screwups,” I tell her.

      “Okay, it’s not the end of the world,” she says.

      “Why don’t you tell me how you’re doing?” I say to her.

      “Fine, you know. School, family stuff, fake dating Cade Price.” She giggles.

      “It sounds like you’re really enjoying this fake dating thing,” I say to her as I eat noodles.

      “I’m crushing on him hard. I always pictured the hockey guys to be these asshole jocks, but Cade is the sweetest guy on earth,” she swoons.

      I may know something about a swoony hockey player.

      I should confide in Annie, but if I tell her I’m pregnant then it will be real.

      “So maybe you should be dating him for real,” I suggest.

      “Nah, I have no time to really date and it’s the last thing Cade wants. We’re in a mutually beneficial relationship, that’s all.”

      “One that should include orgasms,” I suggest, which is a mistake.

      “Speaking of which, I want to hear more about this mystery guy from your trip.” Yup, I’m in trouble now. Annie is one of my best friends. I don’t want to lie to her.

      “He’s hot as hell. He’s a junior too. We just had fun together. It was my first vacation, and the Caribbean was so beautiful. It felt like paradise. We watched a sunrise together. The whole group spent all their time together. I windsurfed and went clubbing. We rented these crazy off-road buggy things, and it was so muddy and ridiculous. We swam in an underground cave. I did things I would have never dreamed of. It was fun and now I’m back to reality,” I say. My reality is now a lot scarier because I will be responsible for a baby in nine months…

      “That sounds like a dream, Briar. I’m so happy for you,” Annie chirps.

      “Thanks. I did make memories I’ll never forget.” Eventually, I will have to come clean to my friends, but it seems only right that Aaron should be the first to know. I let out a big yawn.

      “You must be exhausted from travelling this weekend. I’ll let you go but be in touch. We should meet up for lunch,” she suggests.

      “Sounds good. I am tired. I need sleep.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “You too.”

      We end the call. I fall asleep so fast I barely blinked. Luckily my phone is set to the same alarm every morning. I wake with the same queasy feeling. I have been reading that carbs can help with the nausea. At this point, I shouldn’t care about my weight. I’ll have to quit the gymnastics team. I am going to have this baby, if Aaron wants to be in his or her life it is up to him. I feel like my mind is made up. I just can’t say I’m pregnant out loud, and the thought of having this baby terrifies me. What if I can’t feed us? I start to cry and I get dressed with blurry eyes. I have to get a hold of myself when I get in the car because I have to see where I am driving. That’s when I remember Mom’s message from last night. She is coming to pick up my car in a few weeks.

      By the time I make it to the gym, my face is red and blotchy. I just couldn’t care less. After parking my car in the lot, I go straight to Coach Ludmila’s office. Her door is open a crack. I knock lightly to announce my arrival.

      “Briar,” she says my name on an exhale. “Come in, have a seat.”

      I still have my puffer coat on. It feels like a bubble protecting me until Ludmila’s concerned blue eyes watch me with sympathy I don’t want to see. There is no malice in her gaze but it feels like she knows what is going on.

      “You’re pregnant.” Her words cause a well to burst inside me and I break down. She stands from her desk and comes around to me. She puts her arms around me and tells me it is going to be okay. I sob in her arms. I don’t know how much time passes for me to get my shit together long enough to say. “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re going to be okay,” she says surprisingly.

      “I’m going to lose my scholarship,” I state.

      “You’ll ask the NCAA to give you a year off. You will lose the scholarship for that year, but you can apply for financial aid. When you have the baby, you can come back,” she assures.

      “I may not be the same. I won’t make it to the Olympics.”

      “Maybe not,” she says. She is honest. This much I knew. She sighs. “I was once in your position,” she confesses, and my eyes round as I look up to her. “I didn’t make it to the Olympics, but I’ve had a good career training athletes who have made it.”

      The office falls silent. I am processing her words. My life as I knew it is changing. I have to accept those changes and roll with the punches. It’s what I have been doing for a long while now.

      “Does the father know?” she asks next.

      I shake my head.

      “You need to tell him. It’s his responsibility too,” she insists.

      “We aren’t together. It was a vacation fling. My expectations are low,” I state sadly. It is better to hope for the worst because it makes disappointment hurt less.

      “He deserves to know, Briar.”

      “I know.” Aaron deserves to know. I don’t know how he is going to react but he definitely needs to know I am pregnant.
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      Briar

      Coach Ludmila told me to take the next few days off from practice. We don’t have another meet for a couple of weeks, and she wants me to file an official request to pause my NCAA participation due to my pregnancy. She also wants me to have a few days to relax and think of my next steps. She is being supportive and caring, and I am so thankful to her. The hospital called and booked me an ultrasound for Tuesday. It is now Friday, and I still haven’t spoken with Aaron. To say I am procrastinating is an understatement. I am terrified. Is he going to abandon the baby? From what I know of Aaron, he is a stand-up guy, but he clearly didn’t plan on a baby in his near future. Neither did I, so I mean, there is that. I ask Aaron to meet me at my house after class this afternoon. If I am going to tell him about the baby, I need it to be on my turf. I also don’t want to chance the news getting out. I know on Friday afternoons my housemates are never home, so it is a good option. I don’t need them spreading rumors about the winger of the hockey team being in my room. I know from living here the past two years that they love gossip.

      It is now half past four and I am expecting Aaron any minute. I pace my room, feeling like I am going to melt down any minute. I don’t know why I am so scared, other than nothing has really gone my way the last few years. I did get into Riverside U on scholarship, which is huge, but it feels like that’s where my luck ended. I have won medals in gymnastics, but it is because of my hard work.

      The doorbell rings and I almost jump out of my skin. He’s here. I hold on to my stomach, feeling the need to protect Nugget. I know what it feels like to not be wanted, and I never want him or her to experience such a thing.

      I go downstairs to open the door. I am jittery and my heart is beating fast. I open the door to Aaron, who looks very cold. He is wearing a hoodie and a puffer coat but his cheeks are red, despite him still having a bit of a tan from our trip.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asks.

      I texted him that we needed to talk and he should come over to my place. At first he thought it was a booty call but I told him it wasn’t and I needed him to come over.

      “Come in.” I wave him inside.

      He looks wary. He doesn’t know why he is here. I am about to drop a bomb on him. One he isn’t expecting.

      “Okay.” He takes a slow step inside and blows on his hands.

      “Did you walk here?” I ask.

      “Yeah, we didn’t have a spare car at the house,” he explains.

      “Sorry.”

      “What’s going on, Briar?” he asks, cutting to the chase.

      “Um, why don’t you come in and take your shoes off?” I suggest, trying to buy some time. How am I going to tell him that our lives are changing?

      “Okay.” He drags each syllable of the word out.

      He follows me into the kitchen. I stand on the other side of the counter, needing space from him. “We’re the only one’s here.”

      “You’re kind of freaking me out. Why are you so shaky?” he asks.

      I blow out a harsh breath. “I’m pregnant.”

      So much for starting out slow before dumping the news on him.

      His jaw goes slack. He looks frozen in time. His forest green eyes resemble two saucers.

      “I don’t understand,” he mutters.

      “We had sex in Punta Cana. Besides you, I haven’t been with anyone in like a year so. . .” Was he going to make me spell it out?

      Both his palms come up to his face and cover his nose and mouth.

      “I took my birth control every day. I don’t know what happened,” I say. I feel guilty, even though the rational part of me knows he is just as responsible as I am for this.

      “You said you’re sure it’s mine?” he asks and I get offended.

      “I told you. I haven’t been with anyone else,” I repeat. “Look, it’s a lot to take in. I know you have a lot going on in your life and this isn’t the best timing. I’ve decided to keep the baby. I understand if you want no part of this. . .”

      He takes a step toward me. “I’m in.”

      “What?” I ask, confused.

      “I’m in, Briar. You aren’t doing this alone.”

      The well of tears I was holding back comes pouring out. I sob so hard my body shakes. Aaron walks around the counter and gathers me in his arms. His fresh scent envelops me in the best way. Being back in his arms feels so good. But we aren’t together. He is in this because he is a responsible human and wants to be there for our baby.

      “I’m terrified,” I confess.

      “Me too,” he says.

      “I reached out to my parents and told them I needed help. I didn’t know what to do and neither of them got back to me. No. . .that’s not true, my mom left me a message saying she couldn’t afford my lease anymore and would have to come pick up my car.”

      “So they don’t know your pregnant?” he asks, dropping his arms from around me.

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “Okay, well, this is going to be fine. I have another year left of school. I’m going to the NHL. Financially, this will be okay.” He runs his fingers through his hair and rubs the back of his neck like a nervous tick.

      “Aaron, this baby is coming in September. I did the math. My due date is about September 28th. I won’t be able to finish my senior year. I’m going to lose my scholarship. Everything is a big mess.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry,” he says about my rant. Doesn’t he have something better than that?

      I blink a few times. I need to get my bearings. “I’m booked for an ultrasound at the hospital on Tuesday, if you want to come. Don’t feel obligated if you have a class or something,” I murmur.

      “Briar, I’m coming to your ultrasound, even if I have to miss class. I told you I’ll be here for you, and I meant it. Not just for the baby but for you too. I’m probably not saying or doing the right thing right now because I need to process. My head is all messed up and I’m sorry if I’m being an asshole.”

      “You aren’t. . .” I swallow. “Being an asshole. I almost fainted at the doctor’s office when they told me the news.”

      “When did you find out?” he asks.

      “Monday. I needed time to process. I was scared and lost,” I admit.

      “Yeah,” his voice cracks and he squeezes the back of his neck again. “I’m going to need to tell my parents. They’ll probably want to meet you. I don’t know how Mom is going to take the news with everything that’s going on. She has so much to deal with and her and Dad are in a good place now after their trip. They’re trying to act all happy and shit, even though I feel like it’s just an act. I hope this news doesn’t break her.” He is rambling and I read the nerves running off him in spades.

      I take a step toward him and hug him. “It’s not going to be easy, but from what you’ve told me about them. . .well, they sound like loving people. I’m guessing your mom will be supportive. I’m not a parent yet, but I want this nugget to feel loved. To know that his or her parents would never abandon them because I know how that feels, and I don’t wish it on anyone.”

      Aaron hugs me back squishing, my body into his. He holds on tight for a moment then he takes a step back. “Sorry, I don’t want to hurt. . .” His brows furrow. “Did you call the baby Nugget?”

      “Yes.” I smile and touch my belly.

      “I like it.”

      “Aaron, I think we should keep the pregnancy a secret for now. It’s fine if you want to tell your parents, but I was reading on Google that the first three months are the most unstable part of the pregnancy. Like the rate of miscarriage is much higher.”

      Aaron hisses, “Don’t talk like that.”

      “I’m a realist. I think we should keep the pregnancy under wraps until we speak with a doctor,” I urge.

      “I can respect that. Although, I feel like I need to be around to check on you and stuff,” he says. We are both flailing, that much is clear, but Aaron is a gentleman through and through.

      “That would be nice,” I say, biting into my lip. I have another issue to raise but it feels a little awkward. “I. . .uh. . .I just want to make sure we, you know, are on good terms and stuff. For the sake of the baby.”

      “Definitely,” he replies, as if it’s obvious.

      I want to say we should stay platonic and keep sex out of the picture, but it could be what he was expecting anyway so I keep my mouth shut.

      “Okay. I’ll text you the details for the ultrasound on Tuesday.”

      He looks around the kitchen. “Have you eaten dinner?”

      “I was going to make some noodles.”  I obviously wasn’t going to invite him to eat ramen noodles with me.

      “Noodles?” he asks, confused.

      I nod. “Ramen.” I also blush. I don’t really want to discuss my finances with him.

      “That isn’t dinner. Come, we’re going out,” he says like he is insisting.

      “Aaron, I don’t have a budget to go out. I also don’t think we should start hanging around campus together. It will give people the wrong idea, and I haven’t said anything to Ruby, Annie, or Charlie about our little fling.”

      “Right.” He rolls back on his heels. I think I may have offended him. “Let’s order in then.”

      He isn’t going to let up. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he repeats. “What are you in the mood for?”

      “Anything,” I reply.

      He cocks a brow.

      “Food, Aaron. Any type of food,” I clarify, since it seems like his mind went to sex.

      “I know you were talking about food.” He laughs.

      “Sure you did.”

      We decide on pizza since everything else he was mentioning made me feel nauseous.

      After we eat I start yawning, and since I have homework I tell him I have work to do. I also need space from him. His reaction is better than anything I had conjured up, but it also scares the living daylights out of me because Aaron is the whole package, and I can’t go and fall in love with him.
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      Aaron

      “Wake up, what’s wrong with you?” Luc asks, shaking me awake.

      “Leave me alone,” I groan.

      “Bro, you’re going to make us all late for practice,” Luc complains.

      “I’m sick. Go without me.”

      “You sound perfectly fine,” he says.

      “What’s going on here?” I don’t see him, but I know it’s Finn asking the question.

      “He says he’s sick,” Luc states.

      “Are you sick? Because we need you on the ice. There’s a big game tomorrow night,” he reminds.

      Fuck. I don’t want to let my team down. I throw my covers off. I was up most of the night, trying to process that Briar is having my baby. I just feel so lost, but I couldn’t show her that last night because she’s the one with a baby inside her. I tried to be as supportive as possible.

      “I’ll get ready. You guys can leave without me,” I tell them. They don’t need to be late on my account.

      “Okay, we’re out,” Finn says, and he walks away.

      Luc continues to watch me carefully. “But what is actually wrong with you?”

      It’s messed up, but I haven’t told the guys about Mom. They are my best friends, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell them Mom is critically ill. Yet, for some reason, I shared the news with Briar and it felt like I took a load off by telling her. I had been keeping all this sadness inside me and now someone else knew. Although, she couldn’t understand what I was going through, she was just the distraction I needed.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I answer, scratching my balls as I make my way to the bathroom.

      “Fine,” Luc huffs and walks away.

      I hear the guys leaving the house. The quiet feels good because I go inside my head again. Briar isn’t just a distraction; she’s going to be the mother of my child. Thinking of the responsibility a child brings causes a wave of nausea to roll over me. I quickly brush my teeth and get dressed, then I head to the kitchen to see the guys left me some leftover protein shake in the blender. I pour it into a cup, grab my knapsack, and put my boots on at the door. I was going to call an Uber but instead I jog over to the Sports Complex. The cold winter air is refreshing. I think of a way to tell my parents about the baby. They are going to be so disappointed in me. The thought causes a gnawing guilt inside me. Briar seems protective of the baby. She’s calling him or her Nugget. I could tell by the way she was talking that she is going to protect and care for the baby like it is nobody’s business. It’s me who has to get my shit together.

      I head into the arena and get ready for practice. As I’m leaving the locker room, Coach Bailey catches me. “Why are you so late, Murray?” Her tone is all business.

      “I…I…” I collapse to the floor.

      I hear Coach Bailey gasp and run to me. It feels like my legs have just given out from under me.

      “Do I need to call 911?” she asks because I am coherent. I’ve just fallen to my knees and my breathing is ragged.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      She gets on her knees and looks at me. “What’s happening, Aaron?” She looks concerned. Maybe she should be. I feel like I’m dying.

      “I don’t know. My heart is racing. It feels hard to breathe,” I tell her.

      “Okay, I need you to take slow breaths,” she says. “Can you look at me?”

      I nod and lift my head to look at her. “Did something happen?”

      I nod.

      “I want you to breathe in slowly and count in your head. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Now I want you to exhale very slowly, also on a count of five.” Coach Bailey goes through three rounds of breathing with me before I stand.

      When I do, she stands and I watch her shoulders deflate. “Are you okay to come into my office?”

      I nod and follow her to her office. I take off my helmet before sitting down.

      “What’s going on?” she asks.

      “My mom was diagnosed with ALS, it’s. . .”

      “I know what it is,” she says. “I’m sorry to hear. How far has the disease progressed?”

      “She’s getting the best care. So far her symptoms have been minimal,” I share. “My parents just went all over the world together over Christmas. . . There’s. . . a . . . something else too. . .” Our coaches always want us to be open about our private lives because if we are having mental health issues, then they want to get us the help we need. I’ve kept my mom’s diagnosis bottled up for too long, and it feels like news of the pregnancy pushed me over the edge.

      “Okay. . . this is a safe space. We only want to provide you with support.”

      “I know. . . I, uh . . .got someone pregnant,” I blurt then I start to cry.

      “Okay.” She blows out a breath like she was expecting something much worse. “That can be very overwhelming, but we are here to support you. The campus has couples housing and daycares.”

      “I don’t know how to tell my parents,” I admit to her. “Mom is sick. What do I say? This is such a mess. I really screwed up.”

      “Are you in a relationship with the girl?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I like her, but she isn’t into having a relationship. She’s super independent.”

      “I see.” She gives me a sad smile. “You’re a good guy, Aaron, and I’ve met your parents. They have always been very supportive of you. I think you just need to come out and tell them what’s going on. I think your mom may surprise you with her reaction. These things happen. It isn’t always a bad thing. I know you’re young and you have another year before you draft, but anything is possible.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “Maybe you’re right. I just feel very overwhelmed. I’m just a kid myself.”

      “I understand, but you’re also responsible and caring. You have great parents who could be a support system to you. You can also reach out to a family planning counselor through the Wellness Center.”

      “She wants to have the baby,” I state.

      “That’s not what I meant. They offer different services and can provide help to students,” she clarifies.

      “She’s been calling the baby Nugget. That’s cute, right?” I can’t stop the smile forming on my lips.

      Coach Bailey smiles too. “It is cute. I think you’re going to be just fine once this initial shock wears off.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, feeling a little lighter.

      “Do you think you can handle practice now?” she asks.

      I nod. “Don’t want to let the team down.”

      “Good. I’ll update Coach Heaton, so he doesn’t penalize you for being late,” she says. We both head out to the arena. I skate on to the ice and Coach Bailey goes to speak with Coach Heaton.

      The guys all ask if everything is okay. I assure them it is, but I know I need to tell them sometime soon that Mom isn’t well. Briar wants to keep the pregnancy under wraps until she’s three months. We can try but I don’t know how realistic it will be. We’ll need to go to appointments together and see each other. Our friends will start asking questions.

      I get through practice without a hitch. I spend the morning going to classes. I’m not completely focused but it’s the best I can do. By lunchtime I text Briar.

      Me: Have you eaten lunch?

      I watch the balls rolling.

      Briar: No, I ate a late breakfast. Why?

      Me: I just want to make sure you’re okay.

      Briar: I woke up and puked before I even brushed my teeth. Then I went to the financial aid office to put in a request, and now I am at the Wellness Center getting ready to speak to a therapist. I don’t know if I’m okay.

      I wince at her response. Whatever I am going through, this is so much harder for her. She has to carry the baby and pause her gymnastics career.

      Me: What can I do?

      Briar: Nothing, but thanks for asking.

      I meet the guys in the food court on campus. We all sit around a table to eat. I’m not close with everyone on the team. It’s mostly my housemates.

      When Finn asks me what went down this morning, I know I need to give them something.

      “My mom was diagnosed with ALS,” I say to the guys. The burger I was eating falls out of my hand and my mouth feels like sandpaper. I hate saying those words.

      “What does that mean, bro?” Luc asks, but he can tell it isn’t good because he looks so damn serious.

      “It’s a degenerative disease of the motor system. It means that slowly my mom will grow weak as she withers away.”

      The guys all have different reactions from hissing to saying “that’s tough.” Macklin stands and hugs me and tells me he’s sorry. Finn gets up and hugs me too, but it’s Luc’s reaction that really gets me when he starts to cry and tells me how sorry he is.

      Truth is, I want to cry with him but I don’t allow myself to cry. It’s on the tip of my tongue to share the news about Briar, but I feel like I need to tell my parents first, and I promised Briar I’d keep our secret for now.

      After lunch I am walking to class when my phone vibrates in my pocket. Mom’s name lights up the screen.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, honey. Dad and I want to come watch your game in Ann Arbor tomorrow night. We thought maybe we could get some dinner together after. We miss you,” she says and my heart squeezes.

      “I miss you guys too,” I reply, and my voice cracks at the end.

      “Aaron, are you okay?” she asks, her mom radar in full gear.

      “Yeah, fine. I’m looking forward to seeing you guys tomorrow,” I say to her.

      “We can drive you back to campus after the game. I want us to spend time together,” she says.

      “That sounds great,” I reply. I want to spend as much time with her as possible.

      We end the call, and I head out to my afternoon classes. By four thirty I’m debating if I should text Briar again. How often should I be checking in with her?

      I don’t want to be annoying, but I send her a quick text.

      Me: Do you want to grab a bite to eat?

      I see the balls rolling and I appreciate her fast responses. She isn’t playing games. I appreciate it.

      Briar: I’m working at Black Jack’s. I start my shift in half an hour.

      Me: Okay

      I head back to the house to drop off my things. Most of the guys aren’t back yet. I head into the kitchen where Finn is cooking dinner.

      “What’s up?” he asks.

      Finn is a stand-up guy. He’s responsible and he is a leader in every aspect. A part of me feels like I need advice about Briar, but I don’t want to betray her trust. He’s also dating Charlie, who is one of Briar’s best friends.

      “Not much,” I say.

      “I’m making some salmon and salsa. I know it isn’t your favorite, but Charlie wanted to try it,” he explains.

      “That’s cool. I’ll head over to Black Jack’s and      grab a bite,” I tell him.

      “If you need to talk, I’m here,” he offers as he cuts into a mango, probably for the salsa.

      “Thanks, bro.” I leave the kitchen and grab my jacket. I call an Uber and head over to Black Jack’s.

      I don’t see Briar right away. Levi spots me and asks me to sit in his section. “Bro, I want to sit in Briar’s section,” I tell him.

      “Oh, are you still into her?” he asks quietly.

      “Kind of,” I say since I don’t have something better. Truth is, I am into Briar, but I can’t think about that now with this whole pregnancy thing.

      “Gotcha. I’ll take you to her section,” he offers.

      “Thanks,” I say, and I walk over to sit at a high booth that is a two seater.

      I spot Briar walking toward me from the kitchen area. When she walks up to the table, her smile falls.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks.

      “I came to eat dinner,” I tell her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to come off. . .rude or anything,” she says.

      “That’s okay,” I assure.

      “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have the half rotisserie chicken with roasted potatoes and grilled vegetables,” I order.

      “Anything to drink?”

      “Sparkling water,” I say.

      “Coming up.”

      She walks away and it feels like the whole interaction was weird. I want to tell her she should come to my game tomorrow in Ann Arbor so she can meet my parents. Or maybe I should tell my parents on my own. Gah. I’m losing it.

      She returns with my sparkling water.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Sure thing,” she replies.

      “Um, I have a game tomorrow night in Ann Arbor. I thought maybe you could come. My parents are coming and. . . then we’re going for dinner. I thought they should meet you, but I haven’t told them anything yet, so I’m not sure. . .Do you want to come with me to tell them? Don’t feel pressured or anything.”

      A small smile turns her lips. It brightens her face. She is so pretty. “I can come. I won’t have my car much longer, so I might as well use it while I have it.”

      Right, she said something about her mom not paying her lease anymore.

      “Great. I’ll arrange for a ticket and then we can meet after the game, and you can meet my parents,” I say awkwardly.

      “Won’t it be weird if you introduce me to your parents at the arena? Finn, Macklin, and Cade will be there too,” she reminds.

      “Right. I can give you the address for the restaurant then,” I correct.

      “Cool.”

      “Did you eat dinner?” I ask.

      She frowns. “Aaron, I’m a big girl, I know how to take care of myself.”

      She doesn’t answer my question though.

      “I have other tables,” she says as the place starts filling up. She walks away and only comes back to serve me my order.

      I watch her running all over the place. I know she hasn’t been feeling well, so it must be hard for her.

      When she brings the bill, I leave her an extra hundred dollar bill. She doesn’t see it right away because I slide it into the vinyl folder she placed on the table.

      I get up to leave but Briar walks up to me, holding the hundred dollar bill. “What is this?” she asks and she sounds pissed.

      “A tip.” I shrug.

      “This is a handout not a tip. I don’t need your help,” she says with sass.

      “Okay, I did not mean it as a handout. I just figured you were eating for two now and I am responsible for the nugget in your stomach, so I wanted to help.”

      She blows out an exasperated breath. “Please don’t talk about Nugget in public. But I am happy you like the name.” She gives me a smile that melts my insides.

      “I thought it was cute but it’s temporary, right?” I ask.

      She bursts into laughter. “Obviously.”

      “Okay.” Now I blow out a breath. “I’ll text you the info for tomorrow and send you the ticket.”

      “Thanks, Aaron,” she replies.

      I nod and leave Black Jack’s, walking into the cold wintery night. Light snow is falling. I spot Briar’s SUV in the lot getting covered in snow. She is probably going to have to leave here late and walk out here by herself to clean her car off.

      I send Levi a text, asking him if he knows when Briar’s shift ends. The jackass tells me to ask her myself. After some pleading, he says 11:00 p.m.

      I head back to the house to get some work done, but I’m not efficient because I am thinking about all the ways my life is going to change. At a quarter to eleven, I ask Cade if I can borrow the snow brush for his car and I take an Uber back to Black Jack’s. As I predicted, her car is covered in snow, so I start to brush it off.

      I don’t realize the time when the staff is leaving Black Jack’s.

      Briar walks over to her car. “Aaron?” she asks with confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “I didn’t want you to have to start cleaning the car after your shift,” I say.

      “I really want to be mad at you for going overboard right now. I told you I can take care of myself, but it is sweet and considerate,” she admits, which is good because the first part of her sentence made my stomach drop out. I don’t want there to be conflict between us.

      “It’s my pleasure, Briar.”

      “You know I could do it myself?” she says.

      “I know, but I don’t want you to have to.”

      “Thanks, Aaron.”

      She moves to get in the SUV and looks around. “How did you get here?”

      “Uber.”

      “Come, I’ll drop you off at your house,” she says.

      She knows where I live because now we have both Charlie and Ruby living with us.

      “Thanks.”

      We get in the car and she starts to drive.

      “So tomorrow, are you cool with telling my parents about the pregnancy with me?” I ask.

      “Why do you want me there?” she asks.

      “Because you’re the mom. You’re going to be a part of all of our lives. My parents will want to meet you,” I explain.

      “My parents still haven’t gotten back to me,” she says.

      “I’m sorry.” I don’t have something better.

      “Mom and Dad are really great,” I tell her.

      “But aren’t they going to be pissed about this whole situation?” she asks.

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to expect. With Mom being sick, I’m worried as heck that I’m going to upset her. Dad and I have been trying to make everything as easy as possible for her.”

      “And here you go on vacation and get a strange girl pregnant.”

      “There’s nothing strange about you, beautiful. I’ve made that clear from day one,” I declare. We arrive on my driveway and Briar looks at me like she doesn’t know what to make of me. “I told you about Mom off the bat. I hadn’t even told my best friends and she’s been sick for a while.”

      She looks away from me.

      “Okay, well, thanks for the ride,” I say.

      “Thanks for cleaning my car. Please don’t make a habit out of it.” She is smiling so I take it as a good sign.

      “I’ll do my best, but I’m not making promises. Did you end up eating dinner?” I ask.

      “No, but I need you to stop asking me if I ate too,” she pouts.

      “Darling, I don’t know if I’m capable. Honesty is the best option right now, so I’m giving it to you straight. I will probably text you and ask you if you ate, and I’ll probably take care of your car as long as you have it, and I will probably send you Ubers when you don’t. It’s who I am, so it’s best if you don’t fight me on this. I’m not a fan of conflict.”

      I realize I laid a lot out there for her and I wait for a reaction.

      She swallows hard and then gives me a bashful smile. “I knew I was in trouble with you from day one. Now close that door because I’m exhausted and need to get home.”

      “Have a good night, Briar.”

      “You too.”

      I close the car door and she drives off.

      When I get inside, I pull up the Uber Eats app and order her a small pizza with a side salad and garlic bread. Then I head up to my room and take a shower.

      When I get out, I see a message from Briar on my phone.

      Briar: Thank you

      I don’t know how she knew it was me who sent the food, but I’m happy she accepted it.

      Me: What are you talking about?

      Briar: Dinner, it really hit the spot.

      Me: I’m glad. Good night, beautiful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      My first instinct is to call Annie as I make the drive toward Ann Arbor. I’ve never met a boyfriend’s parents before. Well, Aaron isn’t my boyfriend, and this is way more serious because he’s probably going to introduce me as his baby mama. I really hope his parents take the news well. I figure they must be good people if they raised such a chivalrous son. I can’t believe Aaron came back to Black Jack’s to clean snow off my car or that he sent me food with Uber Eats after my shift. It was exactly what I needed to have a good night’s sleep. Although, I still puked this morning. Now, after a day of classes and arguing with the person who works at the financial office, I’m exhausted. The pregnancy is wearing me out, even though it’s only the beginning. I got a call this morning from the hospital to confirm my ultrasound on Tuesday morning. I sent Aaron a text with the details, and he said he will be there. I want to believe him, but I also don’t want to get my hopes up. He’s being over-the-top with worrying about me eating and taking care of myself. I’ve been on my own since high school. When Mom got remarried, I moved in with a friend and her family. They were a bit dysfunctional with the father having an alcohol problem and the brother selling drugs from their home, but it was a roof over my head. Aaron is being extra with worrying about me. I’m not used to it. I’m a lone wolf. I’ve learned to survive; his attention is unnerving.

      If I call Annie, it would mean I tell her about the pregnancy, and it’s all so new. Besides, I told Aaron to keep it a secret, so it’s only fair I do the same.

      Mom calls as I’m driving.

      I pick up. “Hi, Mom.”

      “I need to come down to you on Sunday. I hope that works,” she says.

      This is how our conversations go. She tells me what she needs and gets right to the point. No, “Hi, how are you?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good. So what’s going on?” she asks.

      “Just going to watch a friend play hockey in Ann Arbor,” I tell her.

      “Isn’t that expensive on gas?” she chides. It is, but it’s kind of important I go to this game. At least it seemed that way when Aaron invited me.

      “It’s not too bad. I didn’t have to pay for the ticket. I have a friend on the team,” I say.

      I don’t know why I can’t bring myself to tell her I’m pregnant. Maybe I’ll do it on Sunday, face-to-face.

      “Is that a boyfriend?” she asks.

      “Just a friend,” I reply.

      One of the kids screams something in the background. “I gotta go. See you Sunday,” she says, and she ends the call.

      The call makes me feel tense. I turn up the radio and get lost in some music. By the time I get to the arena, I’m starved. I quickly chow down on a granola bar because the game is starting soon, and I don’t want to be late. Aaron texted me the ticket earlier, so I head into the arena.

      I’m seated in the second row with some other people wearing Riverside Rocket jerseys. I don’t see anyone I know. When I see an older couple taking a seat at the end of the row, I wonder if they are Aaron’s parents. The man is tall just like Aaron, but his hair has white strands. The woman is shorter. She’s a brunette. I watch how attentive the man is with her, checking on her and making sure she’s comfortable. Couples like them don’t exist in real life, do they? I need to look away because I feel like I’m intruding on them. Instead, I google rules of hockey on my phone. The last game I went to was okay, but I had no clue what was going on.

      “Is this your first game?” the girl beside me asks. There’s another girl beside her and she watches me, waiting for an answer too.

      “No, my second,” I say.

      “Did one of the players invite you?” she asks.

      “Um… no. I just figured that hockey could be an interesting game to watch,” I reply, and it sounds like such a stupid answer.

      “Oh, Tyler invited me,” the girl beside me says.

      “Seth invited me,” the girl beside her adds.

      “I’m Trina and this is Kat,” the girls introduce themselves.

      “Briar, nice to meet you both.”

      “That’s Laina.” She points to a brunette sitting farther down. “Beside her is Christy and beside her is Nat, which is short for Natalie.” Each of the girls wave to me. I begin to wonder if they are groupies.

      “Luc Chabot invited the last three,” she whispers.

      Holy shit. Luc invited three girls, not one.

      “Um, cool.”

      Trina smiles. “Ooh, puck drop. Let the fun begin.” She winks like I’m in on some joke or something.

      Yup, they are definitely groupies. These guys must get around a lot if they are inviting random girls to games.

      My stomach sinks at the thought of how much Aaron must get around. I shouldn’t care. He doesn’t owe me anything. He clearly wants to be involved with the baby, but he isn’t looking for more. We were a quick fling that has lasting consequences.

      My thoughts get sidetracked when the girls start shouting like commentators. Well, I guess googling the rules isn’t necessary anymore.

      “Amazing breakaway, Finn!” one of them shouts.

      Then another girl yells, “He’s on you,” to Hayden, who is my good friend Ruby’s brother. “Come on, Aaron, swoop in and save the day!” Kat shouts.

      I wonder if this screaming is going to go on for the whole game. By the end of second period, I realize it is and I’ve had enough. I head out to the restroom during break or intermission or whatever it’s called. I contemplate buying a hot dog but when I think of the last hot dog I ate, and how I puked after, I am repulsed and just the thought of eating one makes me heave.

      By third period I am sitting on the edge of my seat. The game is tied. A guy named Brody is up to puck drop. Tyler and Seth are on the ice too, and the girls beside me keep on hooting.

      Again, I look at the older couple in the front row. When Aaron gets hold of the puck, the woman shouts, “That’s it, Aaron, bring it home,” I know it’s his mom. Those are his parents. His very supportive parents. What are they going to think of me? A girl who got pregnant from their son when I am not even his girlfriend.

      Aaron scores a goal. I jump but then wince because I don’t want the girls getting wind that I’m here for him. Trina notices. “Aaron’s a hottie, huh?”

      I don’t know what to say so I nod. “He doesn’t get around like the rest of the guys though. He’s more selective. Good luck.” She shrugs and goes back to the game.

      She’s just given me a piece of information about Aaron I didn’t have before. So he isn’t into the groupies. He still isn’t a saint though. Not that I would expect him to be. I blink and remind myself that none of this information matters. Aaron and I are simply two people who are having a baby together. We’re never going to get together because a guy like him wouldn’t want a girl like me.
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      Aaron

      I told my parents I have a friend joining us for dinner. Mom got excited, even though I told her Briar isn’t my girlfriend. I kind of confused her because why would I bring a random girl to dinner? When she asked what was going on, I told them to wait until we get to the restaurant. I don’t know why it was important for me to have Briar with me, but it felt like this was something we needed to do together as a team.

      Now I am standing outside the steakhouse, waiting for Briar in the parking lot, because she got lost and couldn’t find the place. I didn’t want her to walk in the parking lot alone at night.

      I see her red SUV pull into the lot and I walk toward her spot.

      I walk up to her door and she smiles at me. That smile does something to my insides, and that’s what tells me this girl is different. Not because she’s carrying my baby, but from the start I felt things I’ve never felt before.

      She gets out of the car and slips on her jacket and takes her purse.

      “Hi,” I say and lean in for a hug.

      “Hi,” she replies. The hug is awkward. “Are you sure you want me here for this? I’ve never met a boyfriend’s parents before. Uh, not that you’re my boyfriend, but this is serious and, uh, permanent.”

      She’s nervous too.

      “We’re having this baby together, so I wanted my parents to meet you,” I explain. “I’m sure they’re going to love you. I’m warning you in advance, Mom has always been a hugger but now she is a lot more emotional because, you know. . .”

      “Yeah, I get it. I mean, I don’t, my mom is not the hugging type, but I get that some parents are. I want to be that way with this nugget.” She holds her stomach.

      “I’m sure you’ll be a great mom,” I say to her.

      “Thanks,” she giggles. “I’m low-key freaking out. I don’t know anything about babies or pregnancies. I’ve been doing a lot of Google searches.”

      “I have too,” I confess, feeling my cheeks heat. “How do you tell your parents you got a one-night stand pregnant? What do you say to make your baby mama feel better?”

      Briar laughs. “That’s sweet, Aaron.”

      “Hey, I’m not sweet. Don’t let anyone hear you say that.” I look around to make sure there is no one around.

      We head into the restaurant. I place my hand on her lower back and it feels like I am claiming her, like she is mine, even though I know she isn’t.

      We head over to the table where my parents are sitting side by side at a booth.

      “Mom, Dad, this is Briar Halle,” I say.

      Dad stands to shake her hand and Mom squeezes past him to walk over to Briar and hug her. I give Briar an “I told you so” look and she grins.

      “She’s so pretty,” Mom says, pulling back and looking at Briar.

      “Thank you,” Briar says, her chin dipped and her cheeks two bright red tomatoes.

      “Okay, let’s give her space,” I encourage. We all take our seats and the server comes by to take our drink order.

      We all settle into our seats.

      “That was a good game tonight,” Briar says.

      “Are you a big hockey fan?” Dad asks.

      “Oh, not at all. That was my second hockey game. I didn’t really know what was going on, but there were a bunch of girls from Riverside there who were commentating the whole game. I get the gist though. You want to get the puck in the net that isn’t yours,” she says. I can tell she’s nervous.

      “Briar is a gymnast. She’s on Riverside’s gymnastics team. She wants to go to the Olympics,” I say because I feel like I need to send Briar a life preserver, only I don’t think I’ve helped all that much.

      “Wow, that’s cool,” Mom says.

      “Yeah, well, now I don’t know if I’ll be going to the Olympics,” Briar says and then her eyes turn wide as saucers. Okay, I guess this is our segue to why we are here tonight.

      “Why wouldn’t you be going?” Dad asks curiously.

      I clear my throat and cut in, “So here’s the thing. Briar and I were together in Punta Cana. She kind of got pregnant.”

      “Kind of got pregnant?” Dad asks.

      “No, I’m pregnant,” Briar confirms.

      “Oh my gosh,” Mom gushes. Her eyes fill with tears. “Brody, did you hear that?” She is now looking at my dad, who is also starting to tear up.

      “I did, honey,” he says and they stare into each other’s eyes. It looks so intimate I feel like I’m intruding.

      “Sorry,” Mom clears her throat. “I’m guessing you were both taken by surprise.”

      “To say the least,” Briar snorts. Yup, she is super nervous.

      “I get it. You weren’t planned either, Aaron, but you ended up being the greatest gift of our lives. I thought I wouldn’t be around to see a grandchild and now, here you are, telling me I will.” Mom bursts into tears.

      Dad starts hugging her.

      “So you guys aren’t mad?” Briar asks and Dad and Mom pull apart.

      “No, dear,” Mom says.

      “You know we aren’t together,” I clarify.

      “For now,” Dad says and Briar shifts in the seat beside me.

      “I had a feeling you met someone on the trip. You sounded different,” Mom says. “Lighter, happier.”

      She isn’t wrong. “Can we discuss that later, so you don’t embarrass me?”

      “Sorry.” Mom winces and laughs. “We have some celebrating to do.” When the server comes by, we all order our meals. Briar wants to order a salad, but Mom tells her she needs a balanced meal and convinces her to take a steak. Dad orders some sparkling cider to make a toast since Briar and Mom both can’t drink. The meds Mom takes can’t be mixed with alcohol.

      We all sit around and enjoy the meal. My parents ask Briar about school. Briar tells them her due date. Then she mentions her upcoming ultrasound.

      “Well, you two have quite the year ahead of you,” Dad notes. “Things will be changing fast, but change isn’t bad. It can be good too.”

      “It’s scary,” Briar confesses.

      Mom reaches out her hand to Briar and Briar takes it. “If you need anything or have any questions, please call me. We will need to have you over to the house for dinner. You can meet the rest of the family.”

      “Thanks,” Briar says and her eyes fill with tears.

      “Oh no, don’t cry,” I say to her.

      Dad starts laughing at me. “Son, it’s fine. She’s emotional. Your mom gets that way too. Tears are a sign she has feelings about her feelings, that’s a good thing.”

      I blow out a breath and laugh. I also dip my head, feeling slightly embarrassed.

      After dinner my parents drive home. Since I came here with them, I’ll ride back to Riverside with Briar. Since she is feeling sleepy, I drive us back in her SUV.

      Her head is resting on the headrest as I drive.

      “Your parents are special people,” she says.

      “Yeah, they are,” I agree.

      Briar nods off while I’m driving. I have the open road and a lot of time to think. I think of Dad’s words. Change isn’t always a bad thing, and my parents were right, I did feel lighter and happier in Punta Cana. It was the happiest I felt since Mom’s diagnosis.

      We make it back to Riverside and I pull up to Briar’s house and wake her. “We’re here,” I say gently. She slowly opens her ocean-blue eyes.

      “I need to take you home.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll call an Uber, you’re exhausted,” I say to her.

      We get out of the car and I walk her to her front door. I kiss her forehead, even though I’d like to be kissing her lips.

      “Thanks for taking me along tonight. Your parents are so nice and it felt good to be included,” she says.

      From the little I know about her family; it sounds like they abandoned her and Briar is used to being alone. My family is the polar opposite. Especially my extended family. They can be overwhelming.

      “We’re in this together, Briar. We’re a team,” I assure her.

      She smiles but it doesn’t touch her eyes.

      “Get some rest, Buttercup,” I say to her.

      She nods and heads into the house. I decide not to take an Uber. I sent my bag back with the guys on the bus, so it’s not like I need to carry anything and a walk alone at night is exactly what I need. As I walk down the dark quiet streets, I remember Briar told me from the start I wasn’t what she was looking for. She has her life planned out. Although we are definitely taking a detour now. Does that mean she would be open to getting to know me? Does she just see me as her baby daddy? I know what she thinks of jocks, but if I could just prove to her I’m not the same guy I was, even six months ago, maybe she would give me a shot.

      As I’m walking my phone rings and Mom’s name lights up my screen.

      “Hi, Mom.” My heart almost broke tonight when she said she had wished for a grandchild.

      “Hi, baby,” she replies. “Did you get back to town okay?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “Just dropped Briar off.”

      “I like her,” Mom says.

      “I like her too,” I reply because she is my mom.

      “I could tell,” Mom says.

      “I don’t think the feelings are mutual,” I confess.

      “She has a lot going on. A lot of changes. Do you know anything about her family? I didn’t want to put her on the spot.”

      “Her mom is kind of in the picture. Her parents are divorced and she hasn’t really spoken to her dad in like a decade.”

      “Tough,” Mom says. “She must be so overwhelmed.”

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      “But us Murrays know how to support each other,” she states.

      “We do, I just don’t know where she stands. I don’t want to push her too much. She’s been open about everything and I don’t want to lose that.”

      “One day at a time, Aaron.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      “Have a good night, baby.”

      “You too.”

      We end the call and my heart aches a little more than it did earlier.
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      Briar

      “I’m nervous,” I confess to Aaron. We are sitting in the waiting room in the ultrasound area of the hospital. I have the ultrasound booked, followed by an appointment with an obstetrician.

      “Me too,” Aaron says sheepishly. “Aren’t we a pair?”

      “I’ve never held a baby before. I don’t know how to change a diaper. This poor child is getting a seriously inexperienced mother.” I pout.

      “And father,” Aaron adds.

      “That isn’t making me feel better,” I chide.

      “Sorry.” He winces. “I spoke to my mom about my fears and she assured me they’re normal. She was adamant that she and Dad had no clue what they were doing with me, and I think I turned out okay.”

      “They did good,” I confirm.

      Aaron looks at me with a warm smile. This is so weird. We are two people who had an affair and now we are tied for life.

      My name is called and I get up to follow the technician. Aaron comes with me.

      The technician guides us to a room and asks me to remove my clothes below the waist.

      I get changed and she knocks on the door before reentering the room and asks Aaron to take a seat in the corner.

      “I’ll have you come closer when I am done with my measurements,” she explains to him.

      She asks me for the date of my last period as she squirts a warm jelly on my abdomen. A nervous excitement radiates through every bone in my body. How can I be so scared and happy all at once?

      “Okay, you may come over and look now,” she says to Aaron. She really hasn’t pointed to anything on the screen, so it looks like a lot of black with some gray areas.

      Aaron walks over. “This here is your baby. See, that’s the heartbeat.” She points to the pulse in the center. “Nice and strong. According to my calculations, you are seven weeks pregnant.”

      Tears spring to my eyes. This is real.

      Aaron takes hold of my hand, and his eyes fill with tears. Seeing his emotion makes me think that maybe he isn’t such a bad guy. He has good parents and he’s been supportive. We will make good parenting partners.

      “That’s our nugget,” he hiccups.

      The technician smiles warmly at him. He’s big and burly but on the inside he’s a softy.

      “That’s our Nugget,” I repeat.
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks fly by in a blur. Aaron messages me multiple times a day. I head into work at Black Jack’s. When Aaron is in town, he shows up during my shifts. Our friends there are playfully harassing us, wanting to know what is going on with us.

      One night, Aaron said to Levi, “I’m just trying to get in her pants again.” Levi fist bumped him and Aaron laughed and gave me a bashful look that made me wonder if there was some truth to his statement. Annie, Ruby, and Charlie have also stopped by while I’ve been working. Thankfully, it wasn’t at the same time as Aaron was here. I keep wondering when my luck will run out and I’ll have to confess to my best friends what’s really going on. Sometimes I feel bad for not keeping them in the loop, but on another level I like having this secret with Aaron. Once news gets out, I will be the center of gossip. The nobody girl who got pregnant by the wingman at school. He’s the school heartbreaker. There have been times I’ve seen Aaron on campus with girls all around him. He’s noticed me but I’ve also asked him not to acknowledge me. Attention is the last thing I need. As it is, there’s gossip floating around after my rapid departure from the gymnastics team. Once I told them I was pregnant, they saw me as a liability. If I got hurt on their watch, it would be trouble for the university, and if something happened to the baby, it would make me a walking disaster, which is what I felt like on most days. Between nausea and eating too many carbs, I stopped feeling like myself. I still went to work out at the gym but my energy levels just weren’t the same and I felt myself losing muscle.

      Now it is Sunday morning. The day Mom is coming to collect my car. She was supposed to arrive weeks ago but kept putting it off, and it was just fine with me.

      I dressed in an oversized sweatshirt and a pair of leggings. I am eleven weeks pregnant, but I’m not showing. At least not in my belly. My breasts have swelled and hurt and my stomach has a slight bump, but other than that I looked the same. I go downstairs to check if any of my roommates are home. Sometimes they leave early on Sunday to go study on campus. This morning, I have no such luck. One roommate is at the kitchen table doing work. Another is by the couch watching television. I can’t let Mom come inside. I have to tell her about the pregnancy and I need her to keep quiet, which isn’t a guarantee because who knows what kind of reaction to expect from her. She is like a loose cannon. My roommates are the type of girls to gossip. They sleep with athletes and boast about it all the time. If they find out I am pregnant, they will spread the word all over campus.

      A text comes in.

      Aaron: On my way.

      Me: Thought we said it was better I met with Mom alone.

      Aaron: That’s what you said, not me. We’re a team. We need to be in this thing together.

      Me: We are parenting partners and not everything we do has to be together. Besides, I have a bigger problem, my roommates are all home. I’ll have no privacy.

      Aaron: You can come over here.

      Me: Are you crazy? You live with my best friends.

      Aaron: Exactly. We can trust the guys and Ruby and Charlie. Can you say the same for your roommates?

      Damn, he has me there.

      Me: We would need to tell them about the pregnancy.

      It would no longer be our secret. Having everyone know would make it more real than it already is. Until now, I’ve been living in the shadows, hiding out in my room and going to class or the gym.

      My cell rings and Aaron’s name lights up the screen.

      “Hello.”

      “I really hate texting. It’s so impersonal. We’re talking about something serious. I needed to hear your voice,” he says, and it is terrible how his words bring a smile to my face.

      “I’m eleven weeks. I thought we had two weeks before we shared,” I counter.

      “You said you can’t trust your roommates. We both know what’s going to happen when word gets out,” he says. We do know. Aaron is a campus heartthrob. Every girl wants him. Finding out he is going to be a daddy is going to break a lot of hearts, even if we aren’t together. There’s also the issue of girls being mean.

      “Gah, you’re right. I’ll give Mom your address and head over to you now,” I say to him.

      “Have you eaten breakfast?” he asks.

      “No, but you don’t need to feed me,” I remind him, since he keeps trying to.

      “I know, but I want to,” he answers. I’m not only frustrated about Mom coming to town to take my car; I am now also frustrated that Aaron is so sweet.

      “I’ll see you soon. Are Charlie, Ruby, and Annie there?” I can’t tell Aaron’s friends before my own. Especially when they are in serious relationships together.

      “Everyone’s here. They’re all still in bed,” he says.

      “Okay, I’ll see you soon,” I tell him.

      My stomach feels like it’s bottoming out as I drive to the hockey house. My friends have always been supportive, but this is something bigger than any of us have dealt with. When I pull into the driveway, I see Aaron pulling in behind me. He’s driving Cade’s car. I park the car and head outside. It’s a warm day for March so I only put on a light jacket.

      “I went to get some fresh bagels and cream cheese from that place on campus,” he explains, holding a paper bag. He pecks my cheek and walks past me. He must feel that I’m not following him because he turns around. “Are you coming in?”

      “I’m scared.” I stand frozen in my spot.

      “These are our best friends. They’re going to support us,” he assures.

      “I’m scared of everything, Aaron. Of you trying to take care of me. Of my friends supporting me. I don’t like accepting help.” I’m having a meltdown and Mom is probably going to be in town in the next half hour.

      Aaron watches me sympathetically. “I’m not going anywhere, Briar. You’re stuck with me taking care of you.”

      Until he gets a girlfriend. The thought causes me to tear.

      “What happens when you meet someone and get married? Or even now. Where will Nugget live?” I’m panicking and I can’t hide it.

      “Okay, relax. This is overwhelming, but let’s take this one step at a time. No matter what, I will be here for you. I can’t speak for our friends, but you have me for life.” He takes my hand and places it on his heart. I want to believe him. I really do.

      I blow out a breath while internally chiding myself to get my shit together. Mom is coming to town, and I have to be strong because she’ll dish more rejection my way, and I can’t let her bring me down.

      “Is this about your mom?” Aaron asks.

      “Maybe.” I wince.

      “Come inside. I need to feed you, and we have to be open with our friends,” he urges.

      “You’re right.” He takes me by the hand and leads me to the house. I follow, hoping I am not setting myself up to be completely obliterated because I am falling for Aaron hard, and if he doesn’t keep that promise, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      I follow Aaron into the house. I’ve never been here before but my friends have described it to me. Before three of the guys living here got into serious relationships, this place was party central and the guys had a revolving door of girls.

      The house is neat and the furniture is masculine. Aaron said everyone is still in bed. As we pass through the family room, he shouts, “House meeting, be down here in ten.”

      My eyes bulge and he turns around. “Don’t worry. I just need everyone here. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      I follow him through a swinging door, and we end up in a kitchen. It’s newish looking with stainless steel appliances and nice counters. It looks nothing like the place I am renting. Our appliances are from the late 90s and the cabinets must be from the 70s.

      Aaron gets to work, taking two bagels out of the bag. “Do you want toasted?”

      It takes me a moment to answer him. “Uh, that’s okay.”

      “Do you like cream cheese? I got cinnamon flavored cream cheese or plain. Hope I did okay.”

      “You did great. I’ll have the cinnamon,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      Aaron gets to work spreading the cheese on our bagels. He takes the two plates over to the table and waves me over to sit beside him.

      “If anyone walks in right now, there are going to be lots of questions,” I say to him.

      He gives me a knowing look.

      “We have about seven minutes before they get down here,” he says.

      We quickly eat and it really hits the spot.

      “If I keep eating carbs, I’m going to be in big trouble,” I tell him.

      “I was reading a balanced diet with carbs and plenty of calcium is good for you,” he responds, surprising me, although I wonder if I should really be surprised.

      “Yeah, me too, but how will I ever get back into shape after my body bends out of shape?” I ask him just as Luc Chabot walks into the kitchen. At first he just goes for the coffee machine, but he does a double take when he sees us eating side by side and his eyes bulge.

      “Holy shit. What is going on here?” He points between Aaron and me.

      We quickly finish our bagels.

      Aaron stands. “Come to the other room,” he says to Luc.

      “Wait, is she the sexy as hell, flexible gymnast?” Luc asks.

      Aaron’s cheeks turn bright red and he smacks Luc over the head.

      “Ouch.” Luc winces.

      “You idiot,” Aaron chides. Then he watches me. “Sorry, I thought we were over after Punta Cana.”

      “I thought that too,” I admit. Luc’s words ring in my mind. Did Aaron really call me a sexy as hell, flexible gymnast? I don’t need to ask because his embarrassment shines bright on his face. It also gives me a much-needed ego boost right now.

      We head into their family room. Ruby sees me and her eyes turn wide. “Briar, what are you doing here?”

      “I was just about to ask the same thing,” Annie adds and Charlie mutters something similar.

      Luc walks past us and sits on the couch. “Apparently, all your friends have magic pussies,” he says to Ruby before falling back on the couch.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Hayden says. “This is too much.”

      “What’s going on?” Finn asks, looking between me and Aaron.

      “We need all of you to have a seat,” Aaron says.

      “What is going on?” Annie asks again. She looks confused and maybe hurt. She’s confided in me about Cade. I haven’t done the same.

      “Briar and I hooked up in Punta Cana,” Aaron blurts.

      “He’s the guy you hooked up with?” Ruby asks, confused.

      I nod. “I thought it would be complicated to say it was him, with Charlie dating Finn and Ruby with Macklin, and Cade and Annie doing whatever they are doing,” I mutter.

      “So that’s what this meeting is about?” Luc asks, looking between us. “You guys are together now?”

      “No,” I counter too fast. “I’m pregnant. Eleven weeks to be exact. Aaron and I are having a baby.”

      We watch as our friends faces morph into some version of being stunned. No one says a word.

      “We were shocked by the news too, and yes, we used protection,” Aaron states. “Briar and I aren’t together now, but we’re a team and we’re having this baby together.”

      I note Aaron really likes the word team, maybe because he probably spent most of his life on a team playing hockey.

      “I guess congratulations are in order,” Annie says and she walks over to us and hugs us. Everyone else follows suit.

      “There’s one more thing. I kind of want to keep my pregnancy a secret for as long as possible. You know how gossip can travel around campus and I don’t want to be the center of it. That’s why Aaron and I are kind of behaving like we don’t really know each other.”

      “That’s understandable,” Charlie says. “The gossip at school can be a little much.” She would know since things got out of hand when people found out she was dating Finn in secret.

      “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us,” Macklin assures.

      “All of us,” Ruby confirms.

      “Thanks, guys,” I say.

      Aaron looks at me and smiles.

      “If you need help or support or anything, we’re here for you,” Annie says.

      “We all are,” Ruby adds.

      I start to tear and the doorbell rings. “Shit,” I shout.

      Aaron looks wide-eyed.

      “Guys, I need you all to get lost. That’s Briar’s mom. She didn’t have a private place to meet her so I told her to bring her here. Whatever you hear, mum’s the word. Seriously.” Aaron points an accusatory finger at everyone in the room.

      The bell goes again.

      Everyone runs away. Some to the kitchen and some back upstairs.

      Aaron runs to open the door. “Mrs. Halle, nice to meet you.”

      “It’s Mrs. Strom now, but not for much longer,” Mom says. She shakes Aaron’s hand. “Nice place you have here.” Mom’s eyes are all over the house, checking it out. “This place is much nicer than the shithole my daughter lives in. Last time I was there, a mouse ran across the family room.”

      Aaron frowns.

      “Come in, Mom.”

      “Thanks.” She walks into the house and looks me up and down.

      “Would you like to have a seat?” Aaron asks her, pointing to the couch.

      “Okay.” Mom walks over to the couch.

      “Can I get you a coffee or something cold to drink?” Aaron asks.

      “I’ll take a Coke if you have one,” Mom asks.

      “Uh, sorry, we don’t have sodas. Too much sugar. We’re all athletes here,” Aaron says.

      “Whatever you have,” Mom says. Aaron nods and walks off to the kitchen.

      When he’s out of earshot, Mom leans into me. “What the hell am I doing here, Briar? This is a nice place. You shacking up with this guy?”

      “I still live in my old house. But my roommates were home, so I thought it would be more comfortable to meet here,” I explain.

      Aaron returns with what looks like sparkling water with ice. Mom takes a sip and makes a sour face.

      “Can I get the keys, Briar? Sorry to do this, but I’m in a tough situation. Your siblings are costing me a small fortune.”

      “Uh, yes,” I say, and my insides start to shake.

      “Actually.” Aaron grabs hold of my hand. The strength and warmth of his touch makes me feel grounded. “We have some news.”

      “I’m having a baby,” I say to Mom.

      “You’re what?” Mom asks.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Why the hell would you do that? You want to throw your whole life away?” she asks.

      My gut twists.

      “With all due respect, Mrs. Halle, I mean, Mrs. Storm, or whatever it is now,” Aaron says, his voice leaking sarcasm. “It’s true that we didn’t plan on getting pregnant, but this baby is on the way and your daughter and I couldn’t be happier. We expect you to share in our joy. If you don’t find that possible, you can leave.”

      My jaw drops. No one has ever spoken to Mom like that before. She’s usually the one beating people up with her words.

      “This is why you brought me here, Briar?” Mom asks.

      “We wanted to share the news together,” I explain softly.

      “Well, I don’t have any money to help you out. I always told you to keep your legs crossed. You should’ve listened.” Her words have the bite they intend and hit me in the center of my chest.

      “She doesn’t need any money from you,” Aaron snaps at Mom. “What she needs is a supportive mom, but you don’t know what that means, do you?” he asks and he stares at her waiting for an answer. Who is this guy?

      “Briar, give your mom the keys,” Aaron says to me.

      I drop the fob into her hand.

      “Thank you.” Mom stands. “I think it’s best I go.”

      “Okay,” Aaron says to her. “Come back when you can be kind.”

      Mom’s eyes narrow on him. She hisses and mutters something under her breath before she stalks toward the front door, opens it to leave, and slams it behind her.

      I can’t help the tears that follow her departure.

      “Hey,” Aaron says and then he hugs me, pulling me into his strong arms. My head rests against his chest and I take in his scent of sandalwood and something sweet, maybe shea butter or coconuts. It reminds me of our time in Punta Cana.

      I don’t know if our friends overheard that horrible encounter. I spent a lot of time in my early years at Riverside trying to cover up that I had a dysfunctional family, and now Mom showed her crazy to the whole house.

      I cry into Aaron’s chest.

      “Do you really have mice in your house?” he asks, pulling me from my pit of despair. I look up at him.

      “It isn’t a big deal. It’s common on my side of student housing. The houses are a lot older.”

      “The landlord should deal with it,” Aaron says.

      “We tried, he won’t. We’ve set up our own traps though, so you don’t need to worry,” I assure.

      “Briar, that’s not a healthy environment. You should move in here. Shane’s room is empty with Ruby sleeping in Macklin’s room.”

      “I can’t afford to live here,” I bring to his attention.

      “We can make it work. We’ve been dividing rent six ways anyway,” he explains.

      “Aaron, I’m not moving in here to live off you. It’s final.” I pull away from him. “I should go back to my house. I have homework to do.”

      “Briar, come on. We can make it work,” Aaron says.

      “How much rent do you pay?” I ask him.

      “How much do you pay?” he asks.

      “Three hundred a month,” I tell him.

      “Okay,” he says.

      “Come on, Aaron. Tell me how much you pay here,” I demand.

      “Six hundred but that isn’t important. We can make three hundred work. I’ll talk to the guys. Like I said, the room is sitting empty anyway.”

      “I don’t want handouts and that’s all I can afford. I’m losing my scholarship and I have to up my hours at Black Jack’s to be able to survive.”

      “You’re carrying my baby. You should allow me to take care of you.”

      “It isn’t your job. When Nugget comes, you can help take care of him or her, but I’m not a part of that package,” I insist.

      “What just happened here?” Aaron asks because this conversation has turned into a borderline fight.

      “I don’t know, but I need to go. I’m working tonight so I won’t be around.” I get ready to go but I forget I don’t have a car.

      “Let me ask Cade for his keys. I’ll drive you home,” he offers.

      He returns a moment later and we head out. I don’t know where my friends are so I don’t say bye, but I’m sure we will be touching base soon because they probably have a lot of questions for me.

      The entire car ride is silent. When we arrive to my house, I say thanks and leave the car. I don’t know why I am upset with Aaron. It makes no sense. The guy wants to feed me and take care of me, but I’m used to cruelty. I’m used to taking care of myself. I can’t give into his kind offers. It may soften me up and when things go south, where will it leave me? Like Mom with a string of last names.

      Aaron says bye but he sounds defeated. I head into the house but I can barely get any work done. My head is spinning from that awful meeting with Mom and my horrible reaction to Aaron’s help. After thinking long and hard, I decide I need to stand my ground. No accepting help from Aaron. In the long run, it will be better for the baby and me.
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      Aaron

      My parents surprised me with a car. It was crazy because I mentioned to them how Briar’s mom came to town to take back her car. They didn’t say anything. Then the next day I get back from school and there’s a black Ford Bronco sitting on our driveway, with a big red ribbon and a large piece of paper that says, for Aaron with love, Mom and Dad.

      When I called to speak to Mom, she said she wanted me to have a proper car to take Briar to doctor’s appointments. I told her it was over-the-top and she disagreed. Even though Dad was a professional hockey player and did well, my parents worked hard to teach me the value of a dollar. They were never big spenders and always pushed me to work hard and be the best I can be. They are my role models. Which is why I’m not comfortable with Briar living in that ratty house. I should be close to her so I can take care of her. Problem is, Briar is being prideful, not wanting to move into the hockey house. I can understand why she doesn’t want handouts, but she is having my baby. I don’t think she is comfortable living with people she barely exchanges a word with.

      That is why I’ve had to take matters into my own hands. I’ve packed up some bags and put them in the trunk of the Bronco.

      I pull into the driveway at her house. I just hope my plan doesn’t backfire. I take a duffel out of the trunk and head to her front door. I ring the bell and wait, knowing she is home. She’s been staying home a lot lately, which also irks me because she is avoiding going out.

      She opens the door, her hair tied in a braid, hanging over one shoulder. She’s wearing a large sweatshirt that hangs off her shoulder and a pair of sweatpants. She licks her lips. Lips I remember kissing and sucking on in Punta Cana. “What are you doing here?” she asks, staring at the duffel over my shoulder with what must be confusion.

      “Hey,” I greet her. I step inside the house. “I’m moving in.”

      “Um, what?” She sounds alarmed now.

      “I want to be close to you if you need anything. I don’t want you to be alone. Since you won’t move into the hockey house, I’m moving in here.” I drop the duffel on the floor.

      “Aaron, it’s a tiny house. We don’t have a spare room,” she stutters.

      “It’s okay. I’ll sleep in your room. I brought a sleeping bag. I can take the floor,” I state.

      “This is crazy and completely unnecessary,” she answers.

      “I want to take care of you. When you get morning sickness, I want to bring you saltines. At night if you feel sick or get a craving, I want to be there to satisfy it.”

      I’m talking about food but her cheeks flush, and I wonder if she is having cravings of the sexual kind.

      “That’s super thoughtful of you, but way over-the-top,” she says.

      “Show me to your room. My mind is made up. I won’t leave you alone. I get I may be invading your space. There is a perfectly nice room back at the hockey house if you would prefer your own space,” I declare as I walk toward the back of the house. “Is your room this way?”

      “Second on the left,” she answers, sounding frustrated.

      I get to her room and put my bag down. It’s a tight fit with a small desk, a single bed, and a chest of drawers. There isn’t much floor space.

      I begin to open my duffel bag to remove the sleeping bag. “It’s a tight fit, but we can make it work.”

      “My roommates will see you sleeping here and tell the whole campus we’re together,” she says, as if it’s a bad thing.

      “Come on, that’s not so bad. At some point, we have to start behaving like we know each other.”

      “I know. We have the thirteen-week ultrasound this week. Once we see that the baby is growing okay, maybe we can share the news,” she offers, but she doesn’t sound very enthusiastic.

      “Why are you so worried about the baby? Did the doctor say something?” I ask.

      “No, but I’ve been reading online that the first thirteen weeks of a pregnancy are the highest risk,” she states.

      I walk up to her and place my palm on her belly. She doesn’t seem to mind. “This nugget is a Murray. He or she will be tough.”

      “That’s sweet,” she says and starts to tear up. She’s been extra emotional.

      “Aw, don’t cry,” I say to her. “Come here.” I wrap my arms around her, and she hugs me back, which is a good sign. She presses her head into my chest, and I like the feeling of having her close to my heart.

      “I’m scared. I know I keep saying it, but I’m used to not being able to rely on the people in my life. Both my parents abandoned me on some level. I don’t want to get used to relying on you or our friends. I need to be on my own to stay tough,” she explains, and her words break my heart.

      “I can’t understand where you’re coming from. My parents have supported me my whole life. They taught me to be a man of my word. I know you think I’m a manwhore, or whatever. Maybe I was because I didn’t have any attachments or responsibilities, but it’s not who I am. If I say I want to be here for you and the baby, it’s what I want.”

      She pulls her head back to look at me. “I want to believe you, but I’ve never experienced that kind of dedication before, we’re young and this wasn’t planned.”

      “This wasn’t planned and I’m still freaking out. My mom is over the moon happy, which makes me happy, but there are a lot of things happening and a lot of changes for both of us. We should be there for one another.”

      “You’re right, but we need to keep things platonic. Us getting involved could end up with us fighting or having conflict, and our nugget deserves better than that.”

      I don’t agree with her about us being together leading to conflict but I understand where she’s coming from, and I don’t want to stress her out more.

      “I agree. We should be here to support each other without sex.”

      She laughs at my bluntness and shakes her head. “Good.”

      “So you’re cool with having me stay on the floor?” I ask because I realize I kind of barged in here without permission.

      She chews on the bottom of her lip. “I’ll move into the hockey house. I want to pay the $300 a month I can afford, and I will try to get a loan from the bank or something for the rest. Maybe I can get a second job.”

      “Briar, you’re a student. You working a second job is not an option. Please let me take care of the rest of the rent, though I have to be honest with you. Charlie and Ruby were staying in that room together rent-free and none of us cared. I don’t see why you have to push to pay rent when we have things covered. All of us are headed to the NHL and will be getting handsome salaries. Those few dollars won’t matter.”

      Briar frowns.

      “Did I say the wrong thing?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No, but I’m poor, Aaron. I can’t afford to give Nugget a lavish lifestyle, and I don’t want him or her to be really spoiled only by you. I know I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m a planner.” She shakes her head like she’s chiding herself.

      “Right, the bucket list,” I give her a crooked grin.

      “I won’t be able to go to law school without going to the Olympics. My entire future has changed,” she states.

      My stomach sinks. “How can I help? This baby is my responsibility too.”

      “You’ve been great. I just need to figure out a new life plan.”

      “You can go to the Olympics for the next round,” I suggest.

      “I’ll be waiting four years. That isn’t going to work,” she states.

      Now it’s me who is frowning. This baby is going to change my life, but I can still go pro. It makes me feel bad that Briar is sacrificing so much.

      “We can figure things out, one step at a time,” I encourage. “When big issues come up, sometimes it’s hard to figure out how to tackle it in one shot.”

      “Is that something your parents taught you?” she asks.

      “Yeah, when Mom got sick, Dad and I only saw doom and gloom. It was Mom who said we need to deal with things in stages. Now that she is still mostly okay, they took their trip to Australia, South America, and Europe. We are taking things in stages because that is all we can do. Be happy today and not worry about what tomorrow will bring because that’s how Mom wants it.”

      “That must be so hard, Aaron. Thank you for sharing that with me. One day at a time is all I can handle right now,” she confesses.

      “Yeah.” I kiss the top of her head. “Why don’t we pack you up and get moving into the hockey house?”

      “Okay, but I’ll still need to give the landlord here thirty days’ notice,” she says.

      “The money doesn’t matter, so do what you need to do,” I say.

      She smiles and we get her suitcases out of the front closet and take them to her room.

      We pack everything up and head out to the Bronco. Relief washes over me but so does fear. I’ve never lived with a girl before. Definitely not one who is pregnant with my baby. I hope we can get along because that is what is best for the baby. I also hope we can keep our hands to ourselves because I am still very much attracted to Briar, and something tells me the heat we felt in Punta Cana is far from over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      I’ve been living in the hockey house for two weeks, and it’s been a great two weeks. The guys have been so nice and welcoming, and I have my girls around too. There is no tension like my old house. It’s also way cleaner and newer. There are no mice running around, which is huge. Now I am headed out for my Thursday night shift at Black Jack’s. Thankfully, I can wear leggings to work because the button on my jeans started pressing into my belly. The weather is unusually warm for this time of year as I head into Black Jack’s. Aaron and I had a serious talk about not hiding the pregnancy. I don’t like having attention on me, and when people on campus find out I am carrying Aaron Murray’s baby, I fear the spotlight will be shining on me. Problem is, Aaron wants to be seen with me. He wants us to meet for lunch at school, and he wants to stop sneaking around like we’ve done something wrong. Our friends all know about the pregnancy, and they’ve done a good job of keeping things quiet, but Aaron is right. This baby is happening, and we need to be in it together, which is why I agreed we can share the news with people who aren’t living in the hockey house.

      I head into Black Jack’s and see Jace, my boss. “Hi, Jace.”

      “Briar.” He nods.

      “Um, I want to let you know that I am, uh. . .having a baby. I won’t be due until September so if it’s okay with you, I’d like to continue working. If you have any extra shifts, I’d like to pick those up too.”

      “Oh, wow. Congratulations,” he says, seeming shocked. We don’t exactly get a lot of pregnant servers around here since we are all students.

      “Thanks.”

      “Yeah, I can put you on the backup list,” he offers.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      My shift starts so I get to work. After a day of classes I am exhausted, but I have to do what I have to do.

      It’s already 11:00 p.m. when Aaron walks through the door with the guys. They had a game out of town tonight, but it was only half an hour away.

      “Hey, guys,” I greet since they sat in my section. “How did the game go?”

      “We won,” Aaron says. The guys all cheer. They order lots of food. I enter their orders and walk around my section to check my tables.

      I’m headed back to the kitchen to pick up some orders when I feel someone behind me. “Which ones are yours?” Aaron asks.

      “Huh?”

      “The orders,” he says.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to help you. It’s late and you look tired.”

      “Aaron, I’m fine. This is my job.”

      He starts picking up plates. “Tell me which table these go to so I don’t screw up orders.”

      He doesn’t leave me much choice, so I tell him. He takes the plates over to a table of girls, who all swoon when he delivers their meals. When I head back to the kitchen, Aaron follows me.

      “You can’t do that again,” I warn. “I’ll get in trouble.” Just as I say it, Jace walks up to me and my stomach sinks.

      “Aaron, bro, you can’t be helping her with her job,” he says.

      “Sorry,” Aaron replies, and he backs away.

      An hour later the guys are still here, and my tables have everything they need, so I take a five-minute break and sit with Taylor and Ivy at a table.

      Aaron suddenly stands on a seat and has a fork and glass in his hand. What the hell is he doing now? He clinks the fork on the glass like he has an announcement. Being Aaron, he grabs everyone’s attention.

      “Hey, everyone,” he begins. He gets a lot of hellos in return. “I have an announcement. See that beautiful lady over there?” He points at me. Oh shit. Please tell me he isn’t going to. . . “She’s having my baby.”

      A round of shocked noises vibrates through the restaurant, followed by some guys shouting congratulations.

      I hide my face in my palms as if not seeing everyone will make them disappear.

      “Holy shit, Briar. You’re pregnant?” Taylor asks.

      “Wow,” Ivy chimes.

      “Punta Cana, huh?” Taylor says.

      “I came home with a present,” I say, cheerfully holding my stomach. In reality, I want to go run and hide under a rock.

      “Thank you, thank you,” Aaron says and then he is sitting back down. The guys at the table are laughing and joking around, but me, I’ve been outed. Everyone’s attention is on me.

      Aaron walks over to me before heading out. “Is everything okay? I feel like you’re hiding.”

      “That’s because I am. Everyone’s attention is on me. I thought when we agreed to tell people it would be a slow process, not a huge announcement.”

      “Shit, sorry. My motto is usually, go big or go home. I’m proud to be this nugget’s dad.” I really want to be angry with him right now but when he says things like that, he melts my heart. Damn him.

      “Maybe you’re right. You ripped the Band-Aid off tonight. I hope I’m not going to suffer the consequences,” I say, and he winces.

      “Shit. I feel bad, Briar.”

      “It’s fine, but from here on out, please. No big announcements. I hate attention on me,” I state and I realize Aaron is exactly the opposite. He loves the attention. He’s the focus of attention off and on the ice. That’s how he’s wired, and it isn’t a bad thing. The guy is oozing confidence while I have issues with my self-confidence.

      I finish my shift and head outside. I don’t see that it’s Aaron waiting by the entrance because he has his hood on his head.

      “Shit, you scared the crap out of me,” I scold him. When he’s in town he likes to come by at the end of my shift to give me a ride home. I thought he left an hour ago with the guys.

      “Sorry, I wanted to wait for you,” he says.

      “You waited out here for the past hour?” I ask, flabbergasted.

      He nods. “You aren’t mad at me, are you?”

      “I’m not,” I deflate.

      “Good.” He walks up to me and gives me a hug. He holds me close and it feels good to be in his arms, to feel this connection, but it also ignites a fire inside me. A fire that’s been a slow burning ember since we returned from Punta Cana.

      “It feels good to hold you,” he says, reading my mind. I love how he can just say what he is feeling. I want to tell him that it feels good to be in his arms, but I’m not brave enough.

      Instead, I sigh and take in his fresh scent of sandalwood and shea butter. I pull my head back and our eyes lock, and my mouth fills with saliva. I want to kiss him so badly. He licks his lips and slowly moves toward my lips. If I want to stop this kiss I have plenty of time, but I want to feel his lips again. I want to taste him and get lost in him. The kiss is slow to start but then he growls and pulls me into him, my fingers tangling in his hair as our tongues lash out hungrily. That ember inside me turns into a flame, burning hard. I don’t know how long we are kissing when someone whistles and we break apart.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” Levi says.

      Aaron waves him off and calls him a fucker. When he looks back at me, I am still in a state of shock.

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” I say. “We should head home.” I was planning on taking an Uber, but now that Aaron is here he’ll give me a ride.

      The ride back to the house is quiet, but there is a tension crackling in the air and it feels like the hottest sexual tension of my life. He’s my baby daddy. Would it be so bad if we had a little more sex? I can’t get pregnant again, but it could hurt our relationship.

      We arrive on the driveway of the hockey house and I thank him for the ride. When we get in the house I tell him to have a good night and head straight to my room, but my head is spinning and I don’t know what to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      I’ve been avoiding Aaron ever since our kiss outside Black Jack’s. It hasn’t been that hard. Every morning the guys leave early for morning skate. I’m asleep and head to classes later in the morning. When afternoon rolls around, the guys sometimes have meetings. I stay at the library to get work done. By the time I come home, everyone in the house is dispersed and I head to my room. The only catch is I’ve been buying a lot of food at school instead of prepping at home, which is cheaper.

      It also helps the guys had an away game this weekend so I’ve been spending time with the girls. Having them as housemates has been the best. But having time with the girls means they also have time to ask me all the details about my and Aaron’s fling. I’ve been evading the topic like the plague. Not because I don’t trust them, but because I don’t understand it myself. Those hot nights in paradise. That kiss outside of Black Jack’s. Getting pregnant. It’s all given me whiplash because I’ve never had this kind of chemistry with someone before.

      It is now Sunday evening. Charlie and Ruby went out, and Annie and I are the only ones home, so we make breakfast for dinner. “I can’t believe we are all living in the same house,” Annie says as we sit at the kitchen table together in the hockey house. We just finished eating.

      “You’ve been saying that for the past week,” I bring to her attention.

      “But you have to admit, it’s over-the-top,” she says.

      “That you’re all in love with hockey players? Yes, it really is,” I say playfully.

      “Aaron is quite the catch. I can see you guys getting together.”

      “Not happening. We agreed to keep things platonic.”

      “You’ve been very tight-lipped about your affair with him. Mind sharing the details?” she inquires, lifting a mug of coffee to her lips.

      “There isn’t much to say,” I reply and then I realize how transparent she’s been with her relationship with Cade. Opening up in general is hard for me, maybe because those I trusted most growing up left me on my own and now I have trust issues.

      “Come on, Briar. You’re the last person I would expect to hook up with a hockey player,” she states.

      She isn’t wrong.

      “Aaron is a flirt. We all know that. Punta Cana was supposed to be a trip with my friends from work, but somehow Aaron crashed the trip and came along. My defenses were up at first, but then he ended up sitting beside me on the plane. We experienced bad turbulence and I panicked,” I explain.

      “I hate turbulence,” she agrees.

      “I started muttering how I was never going to be able to check items off my bucket list because I thought we were dying. . .”

      “What’s on your bucket list?” she asks wide-eyed.

      “It’s embarrassing, Annie.”

      “Oh, come on, I told you all about my vibrator collection,” she retorts. “Now spill.”

      “I’d never had an orgasm.” I hide my face behind my palms.

      “Oh, wow.”

      “That somehow gave Aaron a challenge. He started doing all these sweet things and showing me a side of him I’d never considered. That turned into a vacation fling, which turned into Nugget.” I pat my belly.

      “Nugget. That’s adorable, but is it going to be the baby’s name?” she asks.

      “No, obviously not,” I confirm.

      “Phew.”

      “So you and Cade are the real deal, huh?” I ask to get the attention off myself.

      “We are, it’s been so crazy but he’s so hot and sweet,” she beams.

      “Aaron and I are the only two people not having sex in the house,” I blurt and instantly regret it.

      Luc walks through the kitchen door. “That would be accurate. I’m surprised we haven’t had any beds falling through the floors.” He goes to open the fridge.

      “There are a lot of beds knocking on walls in this house. I’m kind of glad my room doesn’t have a second floor above it,” I note.

      “Try being upstairs. I have beds knocking on both sides of the wall,” Luc deadpans.

      “OMG, you guys. I’m so embarrassed,” Annie says holding her cheeks, which are flaming red.

      “Don’t be. This house has seen a lot of sex. It can handle it,” Luc assures. I don’t think he realizes he’s divulged that the guys were having lots of sex before their girlfriends came along.

      Luc starts to drink chocolate milk out of the container.

      “We knew they weren’t virgins when we met them.” Annie shrugs.

      Aaron walks into the room. “Hey, what’s up?” He looks at everyone. He’s wearing a tank top and a pair of jogging pants. He just got back from the gym covered in sweat. He looks gorgeous.

      “Nothing. We were just discussing how you and Briar are the only two in the house not having sex. I’m guessing your girl has paid attention to all the bouncing beds. . .”

      Aaron’s green eyes pop. “Um. . . you want me to tell everyone to keep it down?”

      I realize he didn’t correct Luc that I’m not his girl.

      I giggle. “No, Aaron. I don’t think our friends would appreciate that very much.”

      “Your friend is sitting right here, and she would definitely not appreciate it,” Annie pipes up.

      “Okay, well, I’ll catch you guys later,” Luc says.

      “Where are you off to?” Aaron asks him.

      “Don’t ask,” he replies, sounding annoyed as he leaves.

      Annie looks at me and shrugs and yawns. “I’m tired. I’m going back to bed.” She leaves Aaron and I sitting in the kitchen alone.

      He rakes his fingers through his messy hair. “Are you, ah, having trouble sleeping because of the noise?”

      “It’s fine, honestly.” I can’t look at him. This whole situation is very awkward.

      “I don’t want things to feel awkward between us,” he says.

      “I don’t want that either,” I reply. “You know if, um, you want to go out or hook up with girls or whatever, it’s fine. We aren’t together.”

      He swallows hard. “That’s not what I want, Briar. You’re the last girl I slept with. I plan on keeping it that way.”

      “But. . .”

      “No buts. You and this baby are my priority,” he insists. In my head I’m doing some kind of hula dance because I’m pleased with his answer, even though I shouldn’t be. This co-parenting thing is going to get complicated, especially with me being a big hornball right now with all the changing hormones in my body.

      “I’m going to go shower,” I say. I have my own shower that’s close to my room on the first floor.

      “Okay, I’m going to make a bite to eat. Are you up for a Spanish omelet?”

      “I’m good. Annie and I had a light dinner not too long ago. Have a good night.”

      “You too.” He looks like he’s about to say something and he closes his mouth. I leave the kitchen and head to the bathroom. I take a warm shower and get into bed, but I feel restless. All this talk about sex has my body heated.

      I watch a movie on Netflix and by the time I’m done it’s eleven thirty. I hear a bed creaking in the distance, followed by one of my friends having an orgasm. They really do have a lot of sex in this house. I bury my head under a pillow. I need to get some rest and stop thinking about sex.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      All my friends have gone to “sleep” early. AKA they are having sex with their girlfriends. I’m horny as hell and all wound up. I thought a trip to the gym earlier would get rid of my pent-up energy, but then I come home to Briar in a pair of short shorts and a cropped T-shirt, and I’m back to square one. To make matters worse, she tells me she’s going to shower and my mind drifts back to Punta Cana. To our nights tangled in the sheets and our mornings in the shower with my cock buried deep inside her.

      I’m watching a movie on Netflix and my dick comes to life. Problem is, I’m sitting smack-dab in the middle of the family room with my cock tenting my shorts. I grab a throw pillow and hug it against me to hide my arousal. I’m watching The Fast and Furious when I hear a whimper. At first I think it came from upstairs but then there is another whimper, and I realize it came from Briar’s room. I shoot up to my feet and am by her door in a flash. This is why we need to be living together. I need to take care of her. I knock lightly on her door but there is no answer. Another whimper comes through the door.

      I open the door a crack. “Briar?” I whisper.

      “Aaron, OMG, yes, so good. Hmmm.”

      Holy shit, she’s having a dirty dream about me. I should walk away but my dick has other thoughts as my hard-on returns with a vengeance. She is moaning and groaning and fisting the sheets as I bite hard into my lip. I’m about to step into the room and wake her up when something stops me. I’m intruding on her personal space. I don’t want to push things between us because I could end up pushing her away. I head up to my room and jack off twice. Problem is, I’m thinking of licking Briar’s breasts and having her wet pussy sucking on my cock when I come hard both times. At least it gives me enough relief to crash.
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        * * *

      

      The last few weeks have gone by in a flash. Briar had another ultrasound, and the baby is growing just fine. I have kept my hands to myself and have not mentioned her wet dreams. And yes, that is plural. Every night I chill on the couch to watch Netflix, and every night I hear Briar orgasming in her sleep. I’m on edge and about to lose my mind; I want inside her so bad.

      I walk through the door in the late afternoon to see Briar sitting on the couch watching a movie and eating popcorn. She’s also crying.

      “Beautiful, why are you crying?” I drop my bag at the door and kick off my sneakers.

      I take a seat beside her on the couch next to her and she lets me embrace her.

      “I’m watching The Notebook. It’s so beautiful the way he stays with her in the retirement home,” she hiccups.

      I exhale since there isn’t something really wrong. Then she pulls away. “I’m sorry, Aaron. I shouldn’t be. . .” She swipes at her eyes. I know she’s referring to the situation with Mom.

      “It’s tragic and sad. You don’t have to hide your feelings,” I assure. “Trust me, I’ve shed a good amount of tears every time I think of Mom not being around.”

      “I’m so sorry. This was insensitive of me,” she says.

      “No, it isn’t,” I assure. “I spoke to Mom today and they want us coming home for Easter.”

      “You mean you,” she corrects.

      “No, they want us coming. We have the Frozen Four finals in St. Paul starting on the tenth and hopefully we win. About a week later it’s Easter. Mom wants you meeting the family.”

      “That would be really nice,” she says and she hiccups some more.

      “Why are you still crying, baby?” I ask.

      “I’ve been avoiding holidays for so long. They were just too painful knowing I wasn’t included with my family,” she says.

      “You’re my family now.” I hold her close and kiss the top of her head.

      She pulls back to look at me. “I’m not, but Nugget is.”

      “Briar, you’re my family too,” I reiterate.

      She looks at me and smiles, but it doesn’t touch her eyes. I don’t know what it will take for her to see how much I want her. How much I want to make her mine.

      “We have a game Friday night in town. I want you to come. My parents aren’t coming but I think Annie, Charlie, and Ruby will be there. I can get you a seat with them,” I offer.

      “That would be nice,” she says.

      “Good. Now what are we doing for dinner?” I ask.

      “I made some roasted chicken and potatoes. There’s plenty if you like. I think Finn and Charlie are also cooking in the kitchen, if you want what they are making,” she offers.

      “The chicken sounds perfect.”

      We head to the kitchen and eat dinner. Then we watch a movie on Netflix. We are only a few weeks out from the end of the semester. I’m hoping to go home for the summer and I want Briar coming with me. There is no way I would ever leave her. At the end of the movie, she gets up and says good night. I should get up and go to my room, but I tell her I’m going to watch some TV because I am a glutton for punishment. Within half an hour, on schedule, I hear her moans and feel like I am going to lose my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      I’m standing in line at Cup of Java. It’s late afternoon and I’m dying for a hot chocolate.

      There are a group of girls standing in front of me. They keep whispering and looking back at me. It’s putting me on edge.

      One of the girls steps up to order and a brunette turns to me and says, “You’re Briar Halle, right?”

      I want to lie and say no, but I don’t think she’ll believe me. “Yes.”

      “We want to know how you got Aaron Murray to sleep with you. We’ve been trying since the beginning of the year and he kept shooting us down,” she says.

      A cold shiver washes over me. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Come on, you locked Aaron down. Good for you, but help us girls out,” she says.

      My mouth turns dry and drops open. I don’t even have a response for her stupidity. I gasp and turn away. I leave the line, even though I really wanted that hot chocolate.

      Hot tears sting my eyes as I make my way through the throngs of students trying to get to class. I don’t even know where I am headed when I bump into Luc.

      “Whoa, what’s going on, Briar?” He looks me up and down and he looks terrified. Like he doesn’t know what to do with a crying girl.

      “It’s nothing.” I’m about to sidestep my way around him when his hand lands on my shoulder.

      “It doesn’t look like nothing,” he replies.

      “A couple of girls in line at Cup of Java just accused me of getting pregnant on purpose. Like locking Aaron down because he’s headed to the NHL.”

      “Oh,” he says. I see that look in his eyes. The same look the girls had, like he thinks that may be the case.

      “Are you kidding me?” I say, feeling like I’ve been slapped.

      “Sorry.” He winces. “The thought crossed my mind. I’m only human.”

      I mutter a string of expletives and walk away from Luc. So Aaron’s best friend thinks I planned this too.

      I can’t go to class since I am probably all red from crying. I also don’t want to go back to the hockey house if that’s how everyone thinks of me.

      I head to the library to get some work done, knowing full well I should go to class and not miss out on lectures.

      By 4:00 p.m. I get a text from Annie.

      Annie: What’s up?

      Me: I’m at the library.

      Annie: Me too. Which one?

      Me: Business Building, third floor.

      I don’t hear from her again. I figure she was just asking for no reason, but twenty minutes later she finds me.

      “Briar?” I hear my name and my eyes pop open. I must have fallen asleep on the table.

      “Huh?” I pick up my head and see Annie.

      “Luc called Cade and told him he screwed up, and Aaron was going to kick his ass,” Annie explains.

      “Did he happen to tell Cade what he told me?” I ask.

      She nods. “I don’t think that, Briar. Neither does Cade, and I am sure Aaron doesn’t think that either.”

      “All the girls at school think it. Luc is one of Aaron’s best friends, and he feels that way too.” The tears return with a vengeance.

      “Oh, Briar.” She hugs me. “It doesn’t matter what other people think. You know the truth.”

      “You had to see how those girls were looking at me. They asked me for advice,” I tell her.

      Annie bursts into laughter. “Do you know how absurd that sounds?”

      I laugh too. “It’s completely insane.”

      A weight leaves my body as I laugh with Annie. “I didn’t go to classes all afternoon. I can’t seem to focus.”

      “Things will get better. You shouldn’t care about a bunch of puck bunnies. You’re better than that.”

      “I know you’re right,” I say to her.

      “I hear a but,” Annie says.

      “It’s hard to let that kind of judgment roll off my back. I kept to myself for so long. All I wanted was a little fun and, well. . .”

      “You look gorgeous, Briar, and you know what they say, when one door closes another opens.”

      “Aaron wants me to go home with him for Easter,” I state.

      “That’s good. I think he wants you, Briar. It’s obvious,” she says.

      “I want him too, but I’m terrified of allowing myself to feel anything,” I confess.

      “You have to let your guard down. Aaron has stepped up. I watch him doting over you. That guy is smitten.”

      “He’s kind and responsible. He’s being a good guy, but that doesn’t mean he’ll stick around when life gets complicated,” I say to her.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Annie says.

      “How?” I ask.

      “You take a chance.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve been mulling over Annie’s words since yesterday. I need to take a chance. I’ve also been hiding out in my room because I don’t want to bump into Luc. Aaron came knocking on my door last night. I pretended to be asleep because I was too embarrassed by the fact his best friend could think I would be so manipulative.

      Now I am back at the hockey house relaxing on the couch because I know the guys won’t be around this evening with their home game tonight.

      Charlie is upstairs doing homework and no one else is home. I know I should be doing homework, but the pregnancy is making me lazy.

      I wasn’t expecting anyone when I hear the key in the door. I figure it is one of the girls. The door swings open and Aaron walks through with purpose on his face.

      “Briar,” he says my name on an exhale. “Luc told me what happened, and I’ve been worried sick.”

      “You’ve been worried?” I ask.

      “Obviously, Luc said he saw you crying at school and what he said to you.” His gaze drops to the floor like he is ashamed.

      “You must have thought the same thing,” I say, referring to the idea that I got pregnant on purpose.

      Aaron looks like I’ve slapped him the way he blinks and takes a large intake of air. “How could you say that?”

      “Because it’s what everyone thinks, Aaron.” My arms fly out to my side. “Those girls on campus asked me how I got you to sleep with me. They said they had been trying since the fall with no luck.”

      Tears prick my eyes again. I’m such a mess.

      Aaron closes his eyes and bows his head. When he opens his eyes, they are filled with so much hurt and sorrow it sucks the air from my lungs.

      “Briar.” He reaches for my hand and guides me to the couch. He sits facing me. “All the guys on the hockey team get a lot of attention from a certain type of girl. Before Mom got sick, I was happy enough to spend the night with girls who didn’t mean anything to me. Then Mom got sick and she started talking about not seeing me get married, and I started thinking differently. I wasn’t interested in hooking up anymore.”

      “Then how do you explain our fling in Punta Cana?” I ask.

      Aaron watches me like I am a skittish cat. Maybe it is a behavior that truly describes me best. Certain things scare the crap out of me: feelings, emotions, Aaron Murray.

      “You intrigued me from the moment I saw you the first time, but you were Charlie’s friend. I knew better than to try to get involved with you. Still, I had this feeling inside me that I never got when I saw other girls. There was nervous excitement,” he says slowly.

      “Are you saying you liked me?” I ask.

      He nods. “You have this fire inside you, Briar. I remember that night at Black Jack’s when that asshole smacked your ass, and you showed him who’s boss. I knew then I wanted to get to know you better. I asked Taylor to find out where you were sitting on the plane, and I had my seat moved next to you.”

      As he says the words, they process. “You did?”

      He nods again. “I don’t want you freaking out here but this thing between us, it was different from the start. I told you more about my family issues in Punta Cana than I shared with my best friends in this house,” he confesses.

      His words cause something inside me to expand and release.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because I liked talking to you. I liked your little bucket list confession and how driven you are, but you also seemed lonely and for some reason I was attracted to that part of you too. Those nights in Punta Cana were some of the best of my life, Briar.”

      He doesn’t say another word. I shift toward him and seal my lips to his. It takes him a moment to catch on to what’s happening but when he does, he wraps his arms around me and kisses me back. The kiss is slow and exploring.

      “You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this,” he says.

      “Me too,” I reply as he kisses me softly on my lips, on my cheeks, down my neck.

      “I know,” he says and that throws me off, so I open my eyes and give him a curious look.

      “Huh?” I ask curiously.

      “I kind of know about your sexy dreams,” he says, looking impish.

      “How?” I ask wide-eyed.

      “I’ve been down here late at night watching Netflix. Better than hearing all my roommates having sex upstairs. You’ve been, uh, a little vocal.”

      “OMG.” I palm my cheeks. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Why?” he asks.

      “Why?” I repeat. “I can’t control my dreams, Aaron.”

      “Why would you want to? You clearly want me, Briar. So, give in,” he urges.

      “I’m terrified,” I confess.

      “We can be terrified together,” he offers, leaning forward and sealing his lips with mine. “And I really miss the taste of your sweet pussy.”

      A mewl escapes me. I feel so needy.

      “Aaron, this pregnancy has made me a horny mess. Like, I want sex all the time.”

      “I can accommodate that.” He smiles devilishly.

      He goes back to kissing me, but it doesn’t stay soft and slow like moments ago. A hunger sparks between us hot and heavy, as our tongues collide and twist. Our bodies can’t get close enough. I straddle him on the couch, and he runs his hands over my belly before wrapping them around me. Then he’s standing up and guiding us to my room.

      “Tell me you want me inside you,” he says, but it sounds like a question.

      “I need you inside me,” I confirm, and he growls. We enter my room, and he kicks the door shut behind us.

      Aaron lays me on the bed. I squirm beneath his heated gaze. He climbs on the bed and lies beside me. His hand comes up to my neck as his finger trails down my shoulder, over my nipple, and down to my stomach. I’m a hot mess waiting for what he will do next.

      “I need you to tell me that we can be together,” he says. For some reason it sounds like an ultimatum. If I don’t commit now, he isn’t going to have sex with me.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to be together. I’m terrified. I never planned on settling down. Kids were something I saw in the distant future.”

      “And yet, life has other plans for us,” he says. “I have to be at the arena in an hour, so if you want me to satisfy your greedy pussy, then say the words.”

      “You don’t play fair,” I say to him.

      “I thought we already established that,” he retorts. His resolve is strong.

      “Aaron, please.”

      “Briar, I want you. I know you want me. The only thing stopping us right now from having mind-blowing sex is your anxiety.”

      He isn’t wrong, but I can’t bring myself to say the words. I fear him leaving me. I would be in shambles.

      His phone buzzes and he looks at it. “I need to go.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “I have to get back to the Sports Complex. Coach called a meeting,” he says.

      He leans forward and kisses my cheek. “We’ll finish this later,” he assures. “I wanted to give you my jersey to wear at the game tonight, but I was so worried I left it at the Sports Complex.”

      “Wearing your jersey would mean something,” I reply.

      Aaron looks irritated. “Exactly.”

      I can barely get a word out and Aaron turns to leave. I’m left feeling more confused and hornier than ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      There’s a knock on my bedroom door. I go to open it and Charlie passes me a shirt. No, a jersey. Number 18 with the name Murray on the back. “Aaron told me to give you his jersey,” she says.

      “Thanks.”

      “Does this mean you two are admitting your feelings?” Charlie asks.

      “It’s a lot more complicated than that. I have a baby to consider,” I remind as I spin around and go to sit at the chair next to the desk in my new room. Charlie walks deeper into the room.

      “This is where I stayed too,” she notes with a hint of nostalgia. “I get being scared to put your feelings on the line, but it’s the only way to find out if what you guys have is real.”

      “I know that, but so many people think I got pregnant on purpose. If I put on this jersey, it will draw attention to me. As it is, people I don’t know are coming up to me and asking me how I got Aaron to sleep with me.”

      Charlie bursts into laughter. “The puck bunnies can be ridiculous. I wouldn’t let them influence the trajectory of your life.”

      “I know you’re right,” I say.

      “Then get that jersey on and let’s go to the game,” she urges.

      “Give me a minute to change,” I say to Charlie.

      “I have to change too. I’ll see you at the door in five.”

      “Okay.” She leaves my room. I change out of my sweatpants and put on a pair of yoga leggings since most of my jeans are tight on me.

      I slip on a cream-colored cable knit sweater, since I am sure it will be cold in the arena, and I put on Aaron’s jersey. When I check myself out in the mirror, I can’t hide my smile. It feels good to be claimed by a man like him.

      Charlie and I head out toward campus. As we are walking we make small talk.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks.

      “My breasts are swollen, I’m in a constant state of horny, I get gas from eating the wrong food, and my pants don’t fit anymore. Is that TMI?” I giggle.

      Charlie giggles too. “Nah, but the horny part can be solved very easily.”

      She isn’t wrong. By the time we make it to the arena, I am shivering. The place is jam-packed since the games between Riverside and Michigan West bring in a lot of fans. Charlie was explaining the rivalry to me on our walk over. Even though both teams secured a spot in the Frozen Four.

      At the arena we have front row seats. We are all standing as Finn faces off against a player from the other team. Finn misses the shot. We all sigh.

      “How adorable, all of you dating hockey players. I see you helped your friend out too,” I turn around to the source of the comment to see it’s Scarlett..

      

      “Scarlett, what is your problem?” Annie bites. Scarlett is Cade Price’s ex. The girl that cheated on him in public. She seems like a real bitch.

      The girl beside Scarlett whispers something.

      “Cade wanted a baby with me and Aaron is probably destroyed over the news.” Scarlett points to my belly.

      Again, Annie turns to the side, ready to pounce, but Ruby and Charlie encourage her to keep her cool and ignore the girls. They are clearly puck bunnies.

      The guys are having a bad night. We are only in the first period and they’ve had two goals scored on them. Luc isn’t goalie tonight. It’s someone else and things aren’t going well for the guys.

      Since the arena is filled with students rooting for Riverside, there is a lot of booing going on. A guy from the other team stick-checked one of our guys and apparently the ref didn’t call it. At least that’s what Charlie is muttering. By the start of second period, it feels like there is a shift in the air. Our team shoots the puck across the ice at face-off. Aaron and Cade have a shift, and they are skating around the Michigan guys, shooting the puck back and forth between them and Finn. Aaron makes a pass to Finn just in time for him to score. The crowd cheers and so do I. It’s easy to like hockey. I get the appeal.

      “Oh, that’s the girl I was telling you about. The one who got knocked up,” I hear a girl say a row behind us.

      Annie side-eyes me. “Ignore them. They’re just jealous,” she whispers.

      “It’s kind of hard.” I’m not the type of person to sit back and take being bullied. “I’m going to the restroom. I need a drink. Do you want something?” I ask my friends.

      “I’m good.” Annie answers and Ruby and Charlie shake their heads.

      I head out to the bathroom and then to the concession stand. I get an extra-large Sprite.

      When I get back, the girls tell me Hayden scored another goal, so now the score is three to two for us.

      Aaron is on the ice. Everything is moving fast as Aaron skates around the back of Michigan’s net; he gets hold of the puck. A skater from Michigan cuts him off just as he’s about to make the goal. The guys are fighting over the puck like crazy. Suddenly the player is pulling on Aaron’s jersey.

      Aaron is fighting back.

      “What is going on?” I ask Annie since she is beside me.

      She shrugs. “Looks like the guy said something to Aaron. He cross-checked him and now they’re brawling. It happens on occasion.”

      She makes it seem like no big deal, but Aaron swings at the guy and punches him in the face. He’s got a helmet on but his head still whips to the right.

      The referee calls a penalty on both of them. They end up in the sin bin. Aaron looks pissed. I’ve watched him play hockey before. I’ve never seen him this stirred up.

      The third period goes by without any more goals, so when the buzzer goes off there are huge cheers from Riverside. They win the game, but Aaron seems off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      “Tell us what happened out there tonight with Daniko,” the lady interviewing me after the game asks.

      “It was nothing. He was running his mouth. A lot of players use that tactic to get a negative response.” I grin.

      Over the years I’ve learned how to answer media questions. They love juicy gossip. I don’t plan on feeding them any about myself. Fucking Daniko said he heard I got a hot gymnast pregnant. He asked me how flexible she was. I lost my shit, which is what he wanted.

      When I finish interviews, I head into the locker room.

      “Murray, get your ass in my office,” Coach Heaton barks.

      The guys break out into oohs and ahs. Coach is going to wring me out for falling for Daniko’s tactics.

      I head into the office and he tells me to close the door.

      “You almost cost us that game, Murray. I expect you to keep your cool out there, not fall for some stupid shit another player is saying.” Coach is fuming and I don’t blame him.

      “He was talking about Briar. The mother of my baby. I was not going to allow him to run his mouth about her,” I say, and Coach deflates.

      “Word is out. They’re going to use that against you. We’re headed to the Frozen Four in a week. I won’t allow this team to lose a championship because you’re letting emotions get in the way. I don’t care what any of those fuckers say out there. You keep your head in the game.”

      “Sorry, Coach. It won’t happen again.”

      “Good.” He nods. “Off the record, Murray. You socked him good. He deserved it. Hope you got it out of your system now.”

      “I did, sir.”

      Coach nods again. “You’re dismissed.”

      I head back to the locker room to shower and change. The guys are talking about going to Black Jack’s. They say they’ll wait for me outside because the girls are out there. When I leave the locker room, I see Briar. Her hair is down in waves. She’s wearing my jersey and seeing my name and number on her makes me want to claim her right here and now.

      I walk up to her. “Hey.”

      “Good game.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Bro, are you going out with us?” Cade asks.

      I look at Briar. “Do you want to go to Black Jack’s on your night off?”

      “I can go.”

      “Cool. We’ll meet you guys there,” I say to the guys since I have my SUV parked in the lot.

      I throw an arm over her shoulder. “Did you enjoy the game?”

      “I got into it.” I nod. “I still have some rules to learn, but it’s an exciting game.”

      We head into the car and she shivers. I turn up the heat and back out of my spot.

      “What was that fight about?” she asks.

      I feel my body tense. “Just an asshole player running his mouth.”

      “Yeah, we had some girls sitting behind us who were running their mouths too,” she shares, throwing me off.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “There was some girl named Scarlett sitting behind us. Annie said she is Cade’s ex. She was making all kinds of weird comments and then one of her friends mentioned I’m the girl who got knocked up by you.”

      I hiss, “People should mind their own business. I’m sorry.”

      “It isn’t your fault. These girls need to get a life,” I retort. “What did the player say to you?”

      “Huh?”

      “The one you fought with?” she clarifies.

      “Daniko said something about you. It was a shitty move on his part.”

      We reach a red light. I turn to look at her. She looks so pretty with her hair falling over her shoulders in soft waves. She’s glowing and seeing her in my jersey does something to my insides. “You look hot in my jersey.”

      She squirms. “Thanks, but don’t change the subject. We are both being bullied because of my pregnancy. It’s insane.”

      “We are not being bullied. I put Daniko in his place. I don’t give a shit what he says or what anyone else says. I’m happy about this baby and I want his or her mama real bad. People will be haters, but whatever. We shouldn’t care what they think.”

      “You’re right. I hate having the attention on me but at the end of the day, they are jealous assholes.”

      I pull into a spot at Black Jack’s and put the car in park. “Did you give any thought to our conversation from earlier?”

      She leans over and kisses me. It throws me off but then I get into it and hold the back of her head, drawing her into me. “I missed kissing you,” I say when she breaks the kiss.

      “Me too. I’m willing to try, Aaron.”

      A wide smile spreads my lips. “That’s all we can do, but now you got me all worked up; I want to go home.”

      She laughs. “I need some food and then we can go home.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I place my palm on her belly. “Hi there, Nugget. Did you hear that? Your mama has agreed to try. I’m going to give her so many orgasms that she’ll want me all the time.”

      “You can’t talk to Nugget about sex.”

      I laugh. “Solid point. Now let’s get you some food.”

      We head inside. I hold her hand as we walk through the doors. The guys and girls are already here sitting at a long table. Briar sits next to Ruby, and I sit next to her.

      I take hold of Briar’s hand and hold it in my lap. Taylor comes up to the table to take our order. “Oh, look at you two,” she beams. “Are you making another statement?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      Briar looks at me like I’ve lost it, but then she laughs.

      “I’ll have the cheeseburger and fries,” I order.

      “I’ll have a Caesar salad,” Briar says.

      “You need more than salad. Nugget needs to be well-fed for what I have planned,” I state and Briar blushes.

      “Aaron, hush,” she chides.

      “You guys are so cute,” Taylor gushes.

      “Okay. I’ll have the grilled chicken on my salad,” Briar says.

      Taylor moves on to taking the rest of the orders.

      Ruby turns to us. “It took you guys long enough.”

      Briar laughs and we look at each other and smile.

      We are all laughing and chilling when the guys from Michigan West walk into Black Jack’s. I spot fucking Daniko right away.

      Mack looks my way. “Ignore him.”

      “Seriously, Aaron. He wants you riled up,” Finn adds.

      “No shit. I’m not falling for his antics.”

      The guys walk over to our table. Their captain, Joel Robbins, shakes Finn’s hand. “Good game.” He’s a decent guy.

      “Thanks, you too,” Finn says.

      Daniko walks up to the table behind him. “Murray, is this the pretty gymnast?”

      Joel puts his palm on Daniko’s chest. “Not the time.”

      Daniko has a nice bruise forming under his eye, thanks to yours truly.

      “I am the pretty gymnast he knocked up,” Briar says suddenly, causing my head to spin. “Do you have something you want to say to me?”

      Daniko’s brown eyes widen. “C-congratulations.”

      “Thanks.” Briar grins wide.

      Joel and Daniko walk away. I lean down and kiss the hell out of Briar. Cheers break out from around our table. When we break apart, Briar is smiling and I am too.

      “That felt good,” she says.

      “That’s my girl,” Ruby woots.

      We all go back to eating and chilling with our friends, but I am on edge wanting to get into Briar’s pants.

      I lean into her ear. “How about we head out?”

      She nods.

      “I’ll go settle our bill,” I whisper.

      She reaches into her purse to take out money.

      “I got it,” I assure.

      “No, I’m paying for my meal,” she insists.

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” I ask.

      “Because,” she replies.

      I let her give me money for her salad because I don’t want to argue in front of our friends. This will have to be a conversation for another time.

      I get up to pay at the bar as Daniko is leaving the restroom.

      “You got yourself a spitfire,” he says. “She must be good in bed.”

      I’m about to sock him but I take a deep breath. “Are you not getting any? Is that the problem here?”

      He looks dumbfounded.

      I leave Taylor a tip and walk away. I have more important things to attend to.
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      Briar

      “You’re room or mine?” Aaron asks as we make our way through the front door. He leaned over the console in the car to kiss me the moment he parked on the driveway of the hockey house. Now we are kissing and making our way through the front door.

      “Mine, I think we will hear other knocking headboards upstairs,” I point out.

      “But everyone will hear us down here when they come home,” he says, which is a solid point too.

      “It’s okay, we’ve put up with all their noises, now they can put up with ours,” I declare.

      He backs me up into my room and we close the door. “I love seeing my jersey on you, but I need you naked for what I have in mind.” He reaches down to pull the jersey over my head, along with the sweater I’m wearing, leaving me in a bra and exposing the bump in my stomach. Aaron holds my stomach and speaks to Nugget regularly, but he hasn’t seen me naked since I got pregnant.

      “Your breasts,” he sighs and looks at them like they are the most perfect things he’s ever seen.

      “Are larger, I know,” I finish his sentence since he didn’t.

      His eyes drop to my belly. We still have a good month before we find out the sex of the baby. Aaron looks so intrigued by my changing body.

      “Hello there.” He cups my bump. “Is it safe to have sex? I mean, won’t my cock poke Nugget?”

      He makes me giggle. “I spoke to the doctor about sex on the last visit, and she assured me that sex while pregnant is fine,” I confirm to him.

      “So, you were thinking of me and sex on our last appointment,” he notes.

      “I asked when you left the room for a minute. And yes, I’ve been thinking of you and sex for a while now.”

      He likes that statement because his eyes glow and his lips tip up. “We were a little rough in Punta Cana.”

      “We were passionate and it’s okay. Your cock is big, but Nugget is safe.”

      “You think my cock is big?” He waggles his brows.

      I laugh at how much he enjoys compliments. “You know you have a beautiful cock.”

      “Beautiful is not how I would describe him,” he says.

      He’s wearing a pair of black chinos and a gray sweater. He looks very GQ. I reach down and pop the button and lower the zipper. Aaron is already hard. I caress his cock over his boxers.

      “How would you describe him?” I ask, my voice husky as I lean into him and kiss him.

      He cups my ass, pulling me into his hardness.

      “Big, strong, a gladiator or maybe a Viking.”

      I giggle. “Okay, let’s get that big strong Viking out here.”

      “Now you’re talking.” His tongue swipes across my lips as he reaches down and pushes my leggings and panties over my butt. “On the bed, Briar. Legs spread.”

      I do as he says but first I remove my bra. Since my breasts have grown, my nipples have stretched too.

      “Fuck me. You are the sexiest pregnant woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “Have you seen many pregnant women?” I giggle.

      “Funny,” he says sarcastically. “You’re so pretty, Briar.”

      He removes his sweater, boxers, then his socks. His erect cock presses against his abdomen. His body is sculpted to perfection. I take him in as he settles between my thighs.

      “I’ve missed the taste of this sweet pussy,” he continues. He runs his finger down my collarbone slowly. When he reaches my nipple, his finger draws lazy circles over the left one before he pinches it. It feels like a direct shot of ecstasy to my core.

      “Aaron, I need more.” I am practically begging.

      “I know what you need,” he replies as his finger moves lower. He circles my belly and whispers hello to Nugget. “Sorry if we disturb you for the next little bit.”

      My heart stutters at his sweetness to our baby.

      I squirm as his palm moves lower down to my thigh. He rubs the inside of my thigh, his warm calloused hands running over every inch of my body like he is memorizing me. His palm stops between my thighs and his finger runs from my clit to my seam.

      “You’re so wet,” he states.

      My eyes roll back. “More, Aaron.”

      He growls and I feel the bed shift. His head moves between my thighs as he uses his fingers to spread my lips. His warm wet tongue against my most sensitive parts causes a zing of electricity to run through my body. I’ve been so horny and needy lately, and his attention feels like a dream come true. His tongue moves at a staccato, running up to my clit and down my seam. When he pushes his tongue inside me, it feels like too much. I fist the sheets as I moan.

      The front door opens and I try to keep my noise level down. But Aaron inserts a finger inside me and begins to pump. Hot sparks erupt inside me as he licks me and fingers me at the same time.

      “It’s too much. I can’t stay quiet,” I pant breathlessly. “Please, Aaron, I’m going to come. They’re all going to hear.”

      “I’m not stopping, Briar. I don’t care who hears. You’re mine and so are your orgasms,” he declares.

      I don’t know what I did to deserve Aaron Murray. Right now, my body feels greedy with need as he pushes me over the edge. All I can focus on is the ecstasy that awaits me. When he picks up speed with his finger and tongue, I cry out, forgetting where I am and who is listening. I fall into bliss as Aaron pushes me over the edge. But the orgasm doesn’t sate me. I need more right away, so as I come down from the orgasm, I pull him beside me. He takes me into his strong arms and I bury my face in his neck, taking in the scent of his skin. I open my eyes to see his cock bobbing against his stomach. I sit up and straddle him.

      He takes hold of my breasts in his hands and tweaks my nipples with his fingers. My back arches from his touch. The pregnancy has made me extra sensitive. I reach down to guide him inside me and I begin to move.

      Aaron groans. “I missed being inside you.”

      “I didn’t think our fling left an impression,” I say to him as I rock my hips against him. This is my insecurities speaking. I can’t seem to hide them from him right now.

      “Punta Cana was the best sex of my life, Briar. I thought you felt the same way, but then you made it clear we should keep quiet about our fling, so I followed your lead.”

      He isn’t wrong about that. His hips thrust as he moves deeper inside me. It’s a weird convo to be having during sex.

      “It was the best sex of my life too,” I confess. “Obviously you know that from all the orgasms you delivered.”

      He gives me a proud smile. His face scrunches as he shifts and buries himself deeper inside me.

      “No more talking,” he grunts.

      “Ah,” I cry out as my hips move in rhythm with his. I lean forward on him and my breasts rub against his bare chest. They aren’t small anymore so they have a bounce to them too. Aaron grabs hold of my ass and pushes me down harder on his cock. My eyes fall shut as ecstasy takes over. The bed is bouncing and the headboard is hitting the wall, but I don’t care about any of it. Aaron’s cock is rubbing me in all the right places. I cry out, falling over the edge. Aaron falls with me, spilling inside me. The feeling of him coming spurs me on. I feel myself squeezing his cock tight. The look of ecstasy on his face is almost too much. I fall limp on his chest and he holds me in his arms as we both catch our breath. He kisses my temple sweetly and stays buried inside me. After a good ten minutes of us just reveling, I move beside him and yawn.

      “Have I fucked you tired?” He laughs.

      I laugh too. “I’m afraid so.”

      I fall asleep in Aaron’s arms, where I feel safe. He’s perfect, I think. But nothing is ever perfect. Still, I am too weak to stop whatever is happening between us. Instead, I allow myself to fall deeper.

      I wake to the sound of Aaron’s alarm. My back is pressed to his front and he has an arm draped over me. I press my behind into his cock and feel myself growing needy.

      “I could get very used to you waking up next to me,” he says. His words cause a sense of elation and fear in me, but right now something else is driving me. I press my behind into his cock again. He’s got morning wood and the thought makes me very wet. He reaches around and dips his hand between my thighs. He rubs his finger along my seam.

      “So wet.” I feel him rubbing up against my behind.

      “I want you inside me,” I moan half-asleep.

      He moves and guides himself inside me from behind. With one hand he holds on to my hips as he thrusts inside me, while the other hand is still between my thighs. He’s rubbing my clit in circles while thrusting inside me. We are both breathing fast in no time. My heart ricochets as he drives me higher and higher. We are hungry for each other, just like we were back in paradise when we thought this was a fling. Only now we are more. We are familiar. I know the sounds he makes when he’s close to coming.

      “I’m so close,” I say to him.

      He increases pressure on my clit with his thumb as his cock rocks inside me. I go off like a rocket, pressing and rubbing unabashedly against him. Thrusting harder and faster until I feel him stiffen and come inside me. The sound of our breaths and my heartbeat is all I hear. When I cry out, Aaron groans and presses into me harder.

      We fuck until we are both breathless. Aaron turns to pick up his phone. He checks the time.

      “Shit. I’m going to be late for morning skate.”

      “Sorry.” I wince.

      “Don’t ever be sorry for wanting me. Sorry I have to run.” He leans on top of me and kisses my mouth. Then he is searching for his boxers on the floor. He slips them on and puts on the T-shirt he was wearing under his sweater last night.

      “I’ll be in touch later,” he says.

      “Have a good skate,” I yawn.

      He leaves. I hear the guys walking around getting ready to leave, but my sleepiness overtakes me and I fall back to sleep.
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      Briar

      The past week went by in a blur of Aaron sleeping in my bed every night to him leaving for the Frozen Four. He wanted me to come with him to Minnesota, but I had two shifts at Black Jack’s, and it was still important for me to pay for my room in the house. I did watch the game online and Riverside kicked Boston’s ass in the final, even though there were a few moments I held my breath.

      Now it is ultrasound day. Aaron has his mom on FaceTime as the technician squirts a warm jelly on my belly.

      “We will be checking the baby’s growth and development and looking at all the organs,” the technician explains.

      “By organ, do you mean sex of the baby?” Aaron asks.

      Aaron and I spoke about it and we want to know the sex of the baby.

      “We can let you know, but the clinic has a policy of giving you the results in an envelope at the end of the appointment,” she clarifies.

      “We would like to know,” I confirm.

      Aaron smiles at me. “Maybe you can see the results when the tech checks the baby. Your dad and I could tell you were a boy, if you know what I mean,” Mrs. Murray says on FaceTime.

      “We’ll try to see,” Aaron says, and he winks at me.

      His mom has been slowly losing use of her right arm. Her deteriorating situation has been so hard on Aaron. She’s also really excited for the baby, so we thought it would be nice to include her in on the appointment since she couldn’t be here.

      The tech moves the ultrasound transducer she is holding over my belly.

      “Nugget looks like a real baby now,” Aaron observes.

      I sigh, looking at the screen. I was so disappointed when I had to stop doing gymnastics, but this nugget has brought joy to my life. Nugget has also brought Aaron and me closer together. He’s been there for me and that feeling, although new and scary, feels really good. Life isn’t lonely these days since I’ve been living with Aaron and my friends. They all keep trying to feed me and take care of me.

      “This is the area between the legs,” the technician points out with a grin. She’s showing us the sex of the baby without showing us.

      “If you don’t see anything there, it’s probably a girl,” Mrs. Murray chimes.

      “Holy shit, Mom, there’s a penis. Look, Briar, do you see the penis?” Aaron asks. He’s grinning wide and he looks like he just won the lottery.

      “I see it.” I laugh.

      “It’s a boy,” Aaron cheers. “Even though, for the record, I would’ve been happy with a little girl too. As long as the baby is healthy.”

      “Everything looks good,” the tech smiles.

      “Wow, this is so exciting. They’re having a boy,” Aaron’s mom says. His dad appears on the screen a moment later so Aaron pulls the camera off me, which I appreciate.

      “Congratulations,” his dad says.

      “We can’t wait to see you guys this weekend,” Mrs. Murray adds.

      “Us too,” I say, although I don’t know if they heard me.

      “All done,” the tech states. “The envelope will be at reception. You can get dressed.”

      She leaves and Aaron leans over and kisses me.

      “I’ll talk to you guys later,” he says to his parents. He ends the FaceTime call with them.

      “Now we can start thinking of names,” I say.

      “Definitely, even though Nugget was kind of growing on me,” he says.

      Who would have thought that this sexy Adonis of a man and Riverside U’s heartbreaker would be so adorable and mushy inside.
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        * * *

      

      “This is my cousin, Daniella, and her older brother, Zack,” Aaron says as he goes around to his cousins. Daniella is about ten and her older brother looks like he may be about thirteen.

      “Aaron said you’re a gymnast. He said you can do backflips and frontflips,” Daniella gushes.

      “That’s true,” I reply.

      “Can you show me how before the egg hunt?” she asks.

      “No, Briar isn’t doing any flips now,” Aaron answers for me and he ruffles the hair on her head.

      “Fine, but can she join us for the egg hunt?” Daniella asks.

      “That’s up to Briar,” Aaron replies.

      “I’d love too,” I say.

      Aaron looks at me with a warm smile. I’m feeling overwhelmed in the best way with all his family around. They are so warm and loving.

      “Aaron, introduce us to your girlfriend,” a woman in her late thirties says to Aaron. We haven’t really discussed a title for our relationship, other than we are exclusive.

      “Aunt Helen, Uncle Stewart, this is Briar Halle,” he says, placing his hand on my lower back.

      Since we’ve entered this house, Aaron has found a way to always be touching me, whether it is holding my hand or placing his palm on my lower back. It feels good to have this closeness to him.

      Helen hugs me. “It’s so good to meet you. You’re so pretty,” she says.

      I blush.

      “Nice to meet you.” His uncle, Stewart, shakes my hand.

      “You too.”

      From there I am introduced to both his grandmothers. Grandma Irene and Grandma Martha. They tell me how excited they are that Aaron and I are making them great-grandmothers.

      “This is my uncle, Ethan, he’s dad’s brother. He played in the NHL too,” Aaron explains.

      “That was a long time ago,” his uncle says. “It’s nice to meet you, Briar. I was looking forward to meeting the girl who got our Aaron’s attention. My wife wanted to meet you too, but she wandered off somewhere.”

      “These are my cousins Lisa, Jordy, and Davis,” Aaron says. These cousins look to be our age.

      “Nice to meet you,” they say. “We’re all at Westfall.”

      “Oh nice,” I reply.

      “Davis is on the hockey team there,” Aaron explains.

      “Wow, the whole family is into hockey,” I note.

      “We’re definitely a hockey family,” Davis confirms.

      We all sit down for a huge meal. Aaron’s parents’ home is quite large, and they have a dining room table set for about thirty people.

      There is roasted lamb, pineapple chicken, glazed ham, and a huge variety of colorful vegetables.

      Aaron sits beside his mom, while his dad sits at the head of the table. I’m sitting beside Aaron.

      “Do you guys have a name for your baby?” Daniella asks.

      “No, for now we are calling the baby Nugget,” I say, holding my stomach.

      “When do you find out what you’re having?” Grandma Irene asks.

      “We’re keeping it a secret,” Aaron answers and winks at me.

      “To a healthy baby,” Mrs. Murray toasts, lifting a glass of wine.

      It slips from her hand and clatters to the table. She gets embarrassed and I see the worried looks on everyone’s faces. Her muscles are growing weak, which means the disease is progressing.

      “I’m a mess,” she says. “Sorry, everyone.”

      “You’re doing amazing,” her sister, Helen, says.

      “We think you’re a superhero, Catherine,” Stewart says. “You stay strong.”

      The rest of the meal goes by with laughter and good conversation. I notice how Aaron’s dad holds his wife’s hand as they both eat. Aaron comes from a close-knit, loving family. It’s something I’ve never experienced. They have also welcomed me with open arms.

      “Okay, who’s ready for the egg hunt?” Uncle Stewart asks.

      “You really don’t need to participate,” Aaron says.

      “I want to,” I assure.

      We all put on our lighter spring jackets and head outside. Thankfully it’s a sunny day.

      They have a huge property and its mostly green grass, except for a pool area that’s enclosed with a fence.

      “Here are the rules for the newbie,” Uncle Stewart says, looking at me. “You can divide up into pairs. Whoever finds the most eggs are the winners.”

      “Can you be my partner?” Daniella asks me.

      “Sure.” I smile.

      “It’s me and Zack then,” Aaron says.

      The whole family is lined up at the top of a small hill. Except for the grandmas, who sit off to the side in lawn chairs under an umbrella. Even Aaron’s parents are a pair.

      Daniella and I go running down the hill. I’m a lot slower than her as I break into a brisk walk. We find eggs as we walk along. Sometimes another pair makes it to an area before us and cleans the area out of eggs, but Daniella is resourceful and fast.

      We reach a hill, and she takes my hand. “Oh, we better slow down,” I say since I am a little out of breath.

      Aunt Helen waves to us. I’m not paying attention and my ankle rolls. I lose my footing and fall, but it’s only grass. Within seconds, Aaron is by my side.

      “Briar, are you okay?” he asks and he’s panicking.

      “I’m fine, but I rolled my ankle. It’s pretty painful.”

      His parents walk up to us. “Maybe she should get looked at, just to be safe,” Catherine suggests.

      “That isn’t a bad idea,” Helen confirms. “You did take a fall. Might want to check the ankle and the baby.”

      “I don’t think I broke anything. I’m used to taking tumbles with gymnastics all the time,” I say.

      Aaron takes my hands and lifts me up. I try to step on my foot and yelp from the pain.

      “We’re getting that checked,” Aaron asserts as he swipes me off my feet, cradling me in his arms.

      “Aaron what are you doing? Put me down,” I insist.

      “Murray men are protective of their women,” Catherine explains like it’s no big deal that her grown son is carrying me like a child.

      “Just humor me so I don’t worry,” he says.

      I roll my eyes. “Fine.”

      Aaron carries me all the way to his Bronco parked outside on the front driveway. He’s also huffing and puffing because it was quite a trek.

      “I don’t think it was all that necessary,” I say as he places me in the passenger seat.

      “Taking care of you and the baby is completely necessary. You can’t walk on that ankle.”

      He closes my car door. We drive to a hospital close to his house. They do an ultrasound and tell me the baby is perfectly fine. They send me for an X-ray. Turns out I have a hairline fracture and need to wear a boot for the next three weeks.

      We head back to his parents’ house. Everyone gushes over me when I walk through the door.

      “I’m sorry, Briar,” Daniella says.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I assure her.

      “But I pulled you down that hill,” she says.

      “That’s not why my ankle rolled. I’ve become clumsy since I got pregnant,” I assure. “How did we do with the egg hunt?” I ask to move away from the subject.

      “We came in second. Davis and Jordy came in first.” She frowns. “But we still won a pinata filled with candy. We can share.”

      “I want you to have it,” I say to her. Her face lights up and she runs off to tell her parents.

      “Come on, let’s get you seated,” Aaron says, guiding me to the family room where there is a large beige sectional. It’s so plush and soft I sink right into it. Aaron makes me elevate my leg.

      His family pours in one by one to check on me and say goodnight.

      With everyone upstairs or in one of the guest rooms in the basement, Aaron asks, “Should we watch a movie?”

      “Sure,” I reply.

      Aaron and I cuddle into each other on the couch.

      His parents walk into the room. “Ah, Princess Bride,” Catherine says. “A solid choice.”

      “I kept calling her Buttercup in Punta Cana.” Aaron shrugs.

      “I definitely see the resemblance,” his mom says. “You kids have a good night.”

      “Thanks, you too, Mrs. Murray.”

      “Please, call me Catherine,” she says.

      “Okay, Catherine. Good night.”

      “Night, Mom, love you,” Aaron says.

      My ovaries burst. There’s something about a big handsome guy like Aaron, who is also a jock, not being shy to tell his mom he loves her.

      We get back to our movie. Aaron has his arm around me as I lean into his side. He places his hand over my belly protectively.

      “Wesley always loved Buttercup; it just takes her time to come around,” he whispers to me.

      For some reason his words feel deeper than a simple explanation.

      “Thanks for bringing me home with you. I’ve never celebrated a holiday like this before with family.”

      “And fractured your ankle,” he adds.

      “It isn’t that painful and I have you doting on me. A girl could get used to this.”

      “Anything for you, Buttercup.” He leans in and kisses me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      Briar was able to get her removable cast off a couple of days early, which was a relief because it was very hard for her to get around campus when she had to walk with a boot on her leg. I drove her to school and picked her up. She had wanted to continue to work at Black Jack’s and put up a fight when I told her it was a terrible idea. The doctor had told her to keep as much pressure as possible off her ankle. Working an entire evening at Black Jack’s was the opposite of that suggestion. Now junior year was behind us. We both finished our exams. We said goodbye to Finn and Charlie since they both graduated, along with Hayden. Cade and Annie hadn’t decided where they were going next year, but it didn’t really matter because all Cade wanted was to be close to Annie.

      The hockey house is a lot quieter now with some of our friends moving on. Briar and I still don’t have any plans for summer. I want to go home and I want her to come with me, but I haven’t had that conversation with her yet. I learned with Briar; we have to take baby steps so she won’t feel overwhelmed by the changes in our life. The changes are coming fast and they are dramatic, so it is a hard feat. For now, we are staying in Riverside because we have been waiting for an extra ultrasound that Briar’s doctor scheduled us for, since she was feeling anxious about the baby’s growth.

      Now we are driving to said ultrasound and I see how nervous she is because she keeps on picking at lint on her shirt that doesn’t exist. “You’re going to be a great mom,” I say, hoping to ease her worry.

      “You’re going to be a great dad. You’ve had such good examples for parents. What kind of example have I had? What happens if I take off like my dad or become self-absorbed like my mom?”

      “You’re not the type to walk away from those you love and you are definitely not self-absorbed,” I huff. “You’ll be a great mom,” I repeat because it feels like she needs to hear it. “Don’t let your fears tell you something else.”

      “Thanks, Aaron.”

      “You have nothing to thank me for,” I say to her.

      We arrive to the hospital and head inside. We head over to the imaging center. Briar goes into the exam room to change into a blue gown and I follow her inside. “Call your mom. Let’s get her on FaceTime for the ultrasound,” she says once she is wearing the blue gown.

      “Thanks,” I say. After Mom got to see the last ultrasound, she was over the moon happy. This baby has been a blessing in so many ways. I’ve found a woman I am falling in love with. Mom is in good spirits, and it gives her something to look forward to. Something to live for.

      “Please don’t thank me. It would make me happy for Catherine to be a part of this,” Briar says.

      The tech takes us to a room. Briar lies down on the bed and the lights are turned off.

      “Is it okay if I FaceTime my mom?” I ask the tech.

      “It’s okay with me if our patient agrees,” she says.

      “That’s a yes.” Briar is beaming. She’s excited to see our nugget and so am I.

      The tech starts the ultrasound.

      I turn on FaceTime.

      “Hi, Catherine,” Briar says.

      “Hi, darling,” Mom replies cheerfully.

      The baby comes into view. “Nugget looks like a real baby now. Not like a chicken nugget.”

      “Aaron, I can’t believe you just compared our baby to a chicken nugget,” Briar chides.

      “What? That was the shape. I thought that’s where you came up with the idea of Nugget.”

      “No, I just thought it was cute,” Briar replies.

      “It is cute,” Mom confirms. “Aw, look at the little munchkin swimming around.”

      “Everything is looking good. Your baby is growing on schedule,” the tech says.

      “Fuck yeah,” I holler.

      “Aaron, OMG,” she chides.

      “Please excuse my boyfriend,” she apologizes to the tech.

      She called me her boyfriend. It’s probably time we had a relationship talk because I feel like a lot more than her boyfriend.

      “It’s okay. Daddies get excited too,” the tech says with a smile. “Okay, we are all done. Your results will be sent to your doctor.”

      “Thank you,” Briar says.

      “Thanks for including me again, you two,” Mom says. “I won’t keep you. You made my day.”

      “Anytime,” Briar answers.

      We end FaceTime. With just me and Briar in the room, I walk over to her and give her a hug and a kiss.

      “Did you see our baby’s penis? It looks huge,” I note.

      Her eyes turn wide as saucers. “What? Us Murrays are well hung.”

      “I only want to know about you, and yes, Aaron, you’re very well hung,” she confirms and I can’t hide my pride.

      She rolls her eyes.

      “What?”

      “You’re so cocky,” she says.

      “I’m confident,” I correct. “So, can we start talking names? We’ve known Nugget is a boy and we haven’t discussed any name options.”

      “We can start discussing names now,” she says. “I needed to know he was okay. I know it’s my anxiety getting in the way, but nothing ever goes my way. I was worried about him.” She palms her stomach.

      “You heard the tech, everything looks good,” I assure.

      “I know.” She smiles. “Let’s talk names. I’m ready.”

      “What about Richard?” I offer with a grin. I don’t actually like the name, but I like to get a reaction out of her.

      “The nickname for Richard is Dick. There’s no way we’re calling our son Dick,” she insists. She has her hair up in a ponytail as we walk out to the elevator. It’s swings and so does her fine ass.

      I give it a light smack and she yelps. I laugh. “You have a point.”

      “What about Oliver? Or Judah, or how about Timothy?” she suggests.

      “No to all the above, and what is Timothy? I’m not calling our son Tim for short,” I say.

      “Timothée Chalamet, he’s a French actor. He’s superhot.” She waves her hand in front of her face.

      “Then I hate him. How about Aaron Jr.? You think I’m hot or else you wouldn’t have slept with me,” I tease.

      She giggles. “You’re being ridiculous. Of course I think you’re hot, but we aren’t calling our son Aaron Jr.”

      “Good, you think I’m hot because you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. I didn’t think you could get any prettier, but the pregnancy has made you radiant.”

      “Aw.” Her eyes begin to tear, and she walks up to me and wraps her arms around my neck. “Aaron, that is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.” She gives me a small peck on the lips. “I think I’m radiant from all the orgasms though, not the pregnancy. Most nights I have indigestion, and I don’t sleep well, that doesn’t make a person shine.”

      “Buttercup, you’re happy and it shows. I’m still holding my ground; you get prettier every day.”

      “You’re shattering all my walls, Aaron. You’re going to leave me defenseless,” she warns with her arms still around my neck. I have my arms around her waist. We are so close I smell the scent of her floral shampoo.

      “You don’t need defenses when it comes to me. We’re on the same team. Remember that because it’s never going to change,” I say to her, and for once I leave her speechless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      We are back at Aaron’s parents’ house in Grande Locke for the summer. We’ve only been here two days and I feel right at home.

      I am sleeping with Aaron in his room, which was a little awkward at first because I think his parents preferred for us to stay in separate rooms. Aaron wasn’t having it though. He argued I was pregnant anyway and he needed to take care of me, so they conceded.

      Now we are in his backyard, lying back on lounge chairs by the pool. Aaron lifts his aviator sunglasses off his eyes and sits up, swinging his legs to the side of the chair so he is facing me. “We need to talk, Briar.”

      “Oh, oh, this sounds serious,” I say.

      “We’re sleeping together and having a baby together. You know I don’t want anyone else and I assume the same goes for you, which means. . .”

      He pauses mid-sentence.

      My heart ricochets in my chest. He keeps saying we’re a team. We are good in bed together and clearly have feelings for each other, but being pregnant makes it all the more complicated.

      “What are you trying to say?” I ask, working too hard to keep my voice even.

      “I’m saying we never had the relationship talk,” he says. I feel like a brick has been lifted off my chest.

      “And. . .”

      “Briar, don’t be difficult. We are essentially in a relationship, but I want to hear that we are official. So will you be my girlfriend?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I giggle.

      He stands and leans above me, bracing his hands on the back of my chair. He kisses me and slips me tongue. Then he lifts me up.

      “Aaron, are you crazy? I’m too heavy for you to carry.”

      “No, you aren’t,” he argues.

      “Don’t drop me. You have to be careful with the baby,” I warn.

      “Buttercup, I will not let anything happen to you or the baby. You’re both my life,” he says and my heart splatters to the concrete beneath me.

      He slowly walks us into the pool. Luckily, the water is super warm so it doesn’t take any adjusting. He starts kissing me once we are in the water, our tongues tangle. His hands roam down to my behind and he cups me there, pulling me against him. Feeling his hard cock causes a little moan to escape me.

      “We can’t have sex out here,” I say to him.

      “Why the hell not?” he replies.

      It’s funny that I can read his mind. We’ve only been together just over five months.

      “This is your parents’ home. Their pool,” I remind.

      “This is my home and my pool. My parents are visiting friends. They aren’t home. They won’t be home for hours and there are no neighbors to be seen,” he adds, since the property is so large there are no neighbors.

      He dips his head and starts kissing my neck. Goosebumps pebble my skin as he moves his way down my collarbone. As he leaves a trail of kisses, he begins to undo the top of my bikini.

      I’m lost to his touch. His mouth moves lower to my breasts, and it doesn’t take long before I am a wanton mess. This pregnancy has really done a number on my hormones. I can’t get enough sex.

      I reach down and pump his cock, and he lets out a low feral sound from the back of his throat.“I can’t wait to be inside you,” he whispers against my skin. His eyes are closed, and he’s lost to the ecstasy.

      “You were inside me this morning,” I remind.

      “Not enough,” he says as his hand slides into my bikini bottom and he starts fingering me. I have my legs wrapped around his waist and in the water I feel light as air, which is a nice change.

      I start panting and moaning. “That feels so good, I need your cock inside me.”

      I feel him removing his bathing suit in the water. I reach down and guide him inside me. We groan together as he begins to pump inside me. He holds on to my behind and helps me move under water.

      “Faster, Aaron,” I cry out. “Agh, so good.”

      I get lost in our lovemaking as the water splashes around us and my belly bobs in the water. I fall over the edge, crying out in ecstasy. Aaron follows me, pumping inside me in hard stilted strokes.

      We hang on to each other for a while after as we both catch our breaths, the warm sun shining down on us. The sky a clear blue.

      “I’m going to enjoy Grand Locke this summer,” I joke.

      “Damn straight.”

      “Pool sex is so good for pregnancy. I finally feel light.”

      “I’ll have to make sure my parents are out a lot during the day then,” Aaron replies.

      “The night could be interesting too. I bet the stars are something special out here,” I say, since it’s a suburban area without a lot of large buildings.

      “It is beautiful out here,” he says, looking into my eyes. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and smiles. “I’ve been reading that we won’t have a lot of time for sex when Nugget is born.”

      I shift off him and reach for my bikini top. I don’t need his parents coming home and finding us naked in the pool.

      “Speaking of Nugget, we need to find a name,” I remind.

      “It can’t be Carl,” Aaron says.

      “Definitely a no to Carl,” I agree.

      “What about Henry?” Aaron asks.

      “Hmm, not loving it,” I reply.

      We scramble to get dressed and we leave the pool. The air is a little chilly but we brought out thick robes, so we put them on and share one of the loungers.

      “What about Atlas?” I ask.

      “I actually like that,” Aaron says. He pulls out his phone and searches the meaning of the name Atlas.

      “Atlas symbolizes strength, endurance, and resilience. It describes you, Buttercup,” he says and my heart flutters.

      “It describes you too. You’ve been so strong for your mother,” I say to him.

      He sighs. “It’s been tough but meeting you and being with you has given me so much strength. You’re strong and so resilient. It amazes me.” He leans over and kisses the tip of my nose.

      “It’s settled then. Atlas represents us both. Our past and our future,” I state.

      “Atlas it is,” Aaron confirms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      Heading home with Aaron for the summer was the right decision. During the week, Aaron trains hard to keep in shape for the hockey season, but he also has a lot of free time and watching him interact with his mom has been a special treat. He’s so caring and attentive to her needs. It says something about him as a human. I can envision him as a father, and it’s clear what an amazing role model and caring dad he will be.

      I was also lucky to get a job in town working in a maternity store. It was a bonus because now I get discounts on maternity clothes, and I very much need them since my stomach popped last month. Now it looks like I swallowed a watermelon.

      At about thirty weeks pregnant, I am carrying a load and my legs are feeling it after a long day at work. Aaron wanted me to stop working, but I like having my own money. I feel better when I don’t have to rely on anyone, which is something I am working to change because Aaron has been trying to drive home the message that we are a team, partners. For me it’s something that is hard to trust in because my parents were my team growing up, but when the going got tough they pivoted and found a new team. That fear of abandonment is something that is ingrained in my DNA.

      Now I’m sitting in the family room with Aaron’s mom. My legs are resting on an ottoman after a long day at work, and I am eating the watermelon Aaron cut up for me while watching one of his mom’s soap operas.

      Aaron comes into the room with his usual swagger. “Buttercup, we’re going away.” He’s wearing a tank top and shorts with sneakers on his feet. He looks like he just finished one of his work outs. His father has a whole gym set up in their basement, and Aaron spends a lot of time keeping himself physically fit for the season.

      “Huh, where?” I ask.

      “Saugatuck,” he says. “My friend, Shane, has a yacht there. It’s free this weekend. Saugatuck is a beautiful beach town. . .”

      “Aaron, you’re forgetting I’m friends with Ruby. I know all about Saugatuck.” I blush a little, thinking of Ruby’s stories from the place.

      “Right,” he says.

      His mom stands slowly. “I’m going to go get some tea.”

      I think she just wants to give us privacy.

      “I can make you tea,” Aaron offers her because her hands are shaky and we both worry about her burning herself.

      “I’m good. You make your plans,” she insists before leaving the room.

      Aaron flops down on the couch beside me. He plants a deep kiss on my mouth then dips his head to my belly. “Hi there, Nugget.” Even though we have a name, we are keeping it a secret until he is born. He places his hand on my belly. “Oh, whoa.” Nugget is very active right now since I am eating watermelon. He’s moving about and I feel him poking around.

      Aaron holds my belly as Nugget pokes his hands.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to spend Fourth of July with your parents?” I ask him. I took time off work this weekend to just relax since I’ve been working six days a week.

      “Buttercup, I want us spending time alone on the boat. We need this before we go back to school and Nugget arrives,” he explains.

      “You mean before you go back to school,” I remind.

      “You’re coming with me,” he says.

      “Where are we going to live? We can’t live in the hockey house with everyone there,” I say. We haven’t spoken about our living arrangements next year. I think it’s time that we do.

      “Honestly, I’ve been checking the student housing sites and there isn’t much available for an affordable price that’s clean and in good condition. I’m not taking you to live in some rat-infested house.” He winces.

      “So what do you suggest?” I ask him.

      “I’ve spoken with Mack and Luc. They think we should stay living in the house. We are getting two new guys in the house this year, but I’m sure it will be fine.”

      “I don’t think freshman are going to want to live with a newborn baby.” I snicker.

      “Good point,” he says. “So we can find a two-bedroom condo then.”

      “Can we afford that? All I have is the money I made this summer,” I remind.

      “Buttercup, I’m less than a year out of drafting. Even if I have to take a small loan from the bank, we’ll be fine,” he assures.

      His mom returns to the family room. “I’m sure your dad can provide that loan. You don’t have to go to the bank.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Aaron says.

      “That’s what we’re here for,” she replies.

      It leaves me in a state of awe when she says things like this. My parents are the complete opposite.

      “Thanks,” Aaron says. He pecks his mom’s cheek.

      “I’m taking Briar to Saugatuck for the weekend,” he says.

      “You kids have fun. It’s so beautiful there,” she says, and her grin almost seems mischievous.

      “Thanks,” Aaron and I say in unison.

      He goes off to shower and I continue watching the soap opera, reveling in how good life can be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      “We lucked out with the weather,” I say as we lounge on the bow of the yacht. Briar is in a black string bikini. She is just so pretty. Her stomach is full and round and she looks so happy and relaxed, which is something I don’t get to see often.

      “I could get used to this,” she warns.

      “You should, if you like the yacht, we can get one when I start working,” I suggest.

      “There you go, talking about us like we are permanent,” she says.

      I lean over and kiss her. “We are permanent.”

      My cell rings, which sucks, because we are out in the middle of the water sunbathing and enjoying the day. There are no boats around us right now, and I was planning on having my way with Briar.

      “Shit, it’s my dad,” I blurt and answer the call. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Aaron, I had to take your mom to the hospital. I wanted you to hear it from me,” he says.

      “What happened?” I sit upright. “Should I come home?”

      “Relax, she had a little fall. She broke her ankle but she’s fine,” he says. Mom isn’t fine. Her muscles are growing weaker and weaker. She is slowly withering away.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes. I won’t cry. She is still here with us and I am grateful, but for how long? Watching her deteriorate is torture.

      “Aaron, it’s just a cast. Six weeks and she’ll be as good as new,” Dad continues. I don’t know if his optimism is denial or he is trying to stay strong for Mom.

      “Okay, thanks for letting me know.”

      “She’s okay, I just didn’t want your aunts or uncles calling you and asking you questions without you knowing what’s going on, but it isn’t serious. I don’t want you worrying.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Tell Mom I love her. Hope she feels better soon,” I say and my voice cracks.

      “Will do, Aaron. Love you, Son.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      We end the call. I update Briar on what happened.

      “I’m sorry, Aaron. We can go back to your parents’, if you like,” she offers.

      “I want to stay here with you. Dad said there was nothing I can do. I just feel sick inside, watching what’s happening to her.”

      Briar shifts and gets on her knees. She reaches over and hugs me. I hold her in my arms and bury my face in her neck, taking in the scent of her coconut sunscreen and something distinctly her. She’s become my peace. Holding her in my arms settles me.

      When I pull away from her, I look into her eyes. “I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      With Mom being sick, it’s made me realize how fleeting life can be. I’ve been feeling this way for some time. Why should I waste one more minute holding my feelings inside?

      Briar stares back at me with her eyes filling with tears. Her lower lip quivers. “I’m in love with you too, Aaron, and it’s scaring the hell out of me.”

      “Don’t be scared, Buttercup, fall with me,” I urge, leaning over and claiming her lips.

      Her hand comes up to my face and she kisses me back. Her kiss grounds me. We get lost in each other. My lips move to her neck, and I suck on her skin, her head lolls to the side as her hands roam over my shoulders, moving down to my back. She shifts and then she gets up and sits on my lap. With her belly in the way, the only way to have sex these days is if she is on top of me or I’m behind her. I massage her breasts with my palms, and she slowly removes her top. Her breasts have grown to the point that they fill my palm and as I tweak her nipples, her hips roll over my cock.

      “You better take those board shorts off,” she says.

      “Someone is needy.” I laugh.

      “Not as needy as you,” she bites back, making a show of staring at how my cock is tenting the shorts.

      “Not my fault my girlfriend is sexy as hell. There’s only so long I can watch you glistening in the sun and not want to have you.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” she purrs as she reaches up and tweaks her own nipples.

      I lick my lips. “You like watching me, sailor?”

      I nod. “Fuck yeah. Take off those bottoms and touch yourself.” My blood is pumping hard now. She has grown confident around me and it shows, maybe because she is starting to realize we are the real deal. I watch her slip off the bottoms of her bikini. She reaches down and rubs her fingers in her pussy.

      “You need to touch yourself too,” she orders, her voice breathy.

      I reach down and stroke my cock. “This is hot. Shit,” she hisses as she starts rubbing herself faster. I watch her breathing turn ragged.

      “Do you want to make yourself come?” I ask.

      “Technically you’re making me come. Rub harder, Aaron,” she cries out.

      I stroke my cock faster. She looks like a goddess in the sun, standing on the boat stark naked, getting herself off.

      “I won’t be able to stand. My legs are going to give out,” she warns.

      I stand quickly and take hold of her hand. I guide her to a rail and tell her to hold on while I guide my cock inside her. We both groan from the sensation. She is so warm and wet. Her pussy chokes my cock and I am seeing colors as I pound into her. I rub her pussy as I thrust inside her, but I still have one hand supporting her hip. She goes off like a rocket. Pushing back onto my cock and rubbing herself all over me. I follow her over the edge, coming hard inside her. We are both thrusting and hungry. She cries out and I love hearing that sound, since we had to be quiet back at my parents’ house. At least when they were home we were quiet.

      We both come down from our high and her legs are limp. I swipe her off her feet and carry her over to the bench. I sit with her in my lap.

      “I’m going to drip all over you,” she warns.

      “You aren’t scaring me, Buttercup. I like the idea of having my cum inside you.”

      We bask in the sun and the afterglow of our lovemaking.

      “I love you, Aaron,” she says, and I know how hard those words are for her.

      “I love you too, baby, with all my heart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      Being back in Riverside for what was supposed to be my senior year is bittersweet. We couldn’t find a condo so Aaron and I are living in the hockey house. At least I have Ruby living here, and Annie is also back for veterinary school and living not too far away. The freshman living with us were alarmed at first when they met me at eight and a half months pregnant, but they’d both heard of Aaron and really looked up to him, so they agreed to no parties in the house this year.

      While Aaron is in school, I work at Black Jack’s full time. I won’t be working the first few months after Nugget is born, so I want to make up for it now. Jace, my boss, was kind enough to give me day shifts since I am three weeks away from delivery and when night falls, I’m ready to sleep.

      A bunch of guys come in to sit at a booth. There are six of them. I’m pretty sure they are on the baseball team. “What can I get you?” I ask the guy sitting on the edge closest to me.

      “Whoa, you’re very pregnant,” he notes.

      “You’re very observant. Did you want to order?” I ask.

      The guy goes to open his mouth. His friend elbows him. “Bruh, she’s Aaron Murray’s girlfriend. Shut the fuck up,” his friend warns.

      This isn’t the first time a patron is commenting on how pregnant I am. Some of them like to crack jokes at my expense. I’m at the point where I am too blissfully happy to care. But it is funny when I have a situation when someone knows Aaron, and they are scared of him beating their ass. So far that hasn’t happened.

      “Sorry, I’ll have the BLT,” the guy says.

      The rest of them give me their order without a hitch. I enter it into the system and go to the bar to collect their drinks.

      I see Jace at the bar. “Are the customers behaving today?”

      “Mostly,” I say.

      Jack walks out of the kitchen. “I promised Aaron I’d have your back if someone starts something with you.”

      “I promised him the same thing,” Jace says.

      “Oh boy, I really need to remind my boyfriend I can take care of myself,” I say as I lift the drinks.

      I head over to the table and place the drinks. After I walk back to the kitchen. Nugget gives me a good kick and I keel forward. Sofia is on day shift with me, and she notices.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I’ve just been having these sudden cramps. It’s fine. It passed,” I assure.

      “Um, Briar, my brother’s wife just had a baby this summer and they were staying with us. She had cramping pains, and they were called contractions,” Sophia states.

      “Nah, I think these are Braxton Hicks. I would know if I was in labor,” I say to her.

      For the rest of my shift, I feel the cramps off and on. By the time I get home and place my feet up on the coffee table, they have completely subsided.

      Ruby walks through the door with Mack. “Oh hey, we were just about to cook something for dinner. Are you hungry?”

      “You know you don’t have to worry about feeding me,” I assure my friend.

      “Babe, we’re cooking anyway,” she declares.

      “Thanks. That would be great. Do you guys know where Aaron is? I tried to call him, and he wasn’t answering.” I knew he didn’t have a class this time of day, so I wondered where he went.

      “He’s meeting with Coach,” Macklin says.

      “Oh, okay,” I say since he didn’t mention anything.

      I start watching the soap opera I was watching with Catherine in the summer when she calls.

      “Hi, Catherine, how are you?” I ask.

      “Better now that my cast is off,” she replies. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m tired and ready to have this baby,” I admit.

      “I’ll bet. Brody and I spent some time in the kitchen this morning cooking. I’ve made meals that you can freeze so you have something to eat once the baby comes along,” she says.

      “Aw! Thanks. That’s so thoughtful,” I reply, followed by a howl as I feel a strong pain.

      “Briar, are you okay?” Catherine asks with alarm.

      “It’s nothing, it’s these stupid Braxton Hicks,” I explain as I rub my belly.

      “Maybe you should go to the doctor and check it out,” she suggests.

      “It’s okay. I’m really okay,” I repeat.

      “If you’re sure, well, Brody and I wanted to drive out there this weekend to bring you the meals,” she says.

      “That sounds amazing, but I think Aaron is going away with the team for training until Sunday morning,” I say.

      Just as I say his name, Aaron walks through the door. He’s wearing worn jeans and a Riverside T-shirt.

      “Hi,” I say. “I’m just chatting with your mom.”

      “Oh good. Can you put her on speaker?” he asks.

      I place the call on speaker.

      “Hi, Mom,” he says.

      “Hi, honey, I was just telling Briar that Dad and I made you guys some meals to freeze so you have something to eat once the baby comes. We wanted to stop by this weekend,” she recaps.

      “Actually, I just came from a meeting with Coach. I’m not going out of town this weekend,” he tells me and his mom.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because you’ve been having these weird pains and I am not leaving you alone this close to delivery,” he says like it’s obvious.

      “We have three weeks to go. I would’ve been just fine,” I assure him. “But it’ll be nice to have you here.”

      He leans in and pecks my lips.

      “So it’s settled then. We’ll stop by Saturday afternoon,” Catherine states.

      “Sounds good. Thank you.”

      “You kids take care,” she says.

      “You too,” we say to her in unison.

      After we end the call, I try to convince Aaron that I am fine. That we are on schedule.

      Ruby calls us into the kitchen since dinner is ready.

      “Perfect timing, I’m starved,” Aaron announces.

      We head into the kitchen and Aaron helps Macklin set up the table. They made some kind of a pork stew.

      We start to eat and I feel a strong pain radiate across my stomach. I drop my fork.

      “Shoot, that was painful,” I say.

      Ruby frowns. “I think you should go to triage,” she advises.

      Ruby and I have been talking a lot about what I need to do when the baby comes.

      “What’s going on?” Aaron asks me, his gaze filled with concern.

      “She’s been in pain all day,” Ruby states. Such an exaggerator. “You know Briar. She’s a tough girl, but she may be in labor.”

      “I’m not in labor.” I laugh. “But I do feel a strong pressure on my bladder. I better go to the bathroom. Sorry for the TMI, Mack.”

      “No worries.” He waves.

      I waddle out of the kitchen, heading toward the bathroom on the main floor. As I’m walking my legs get wet. “Shit, I think I just pissed myself,” I say to myself, but when I turn around, Ruby and Aaron are following me.

      “Ah, Briar,” Ruby says, sounding panicked. “I think your water broke. I don’t think piss falls out of you the same way.”

      “Phew, that would’ve been really embarrassing,” I reply then I blink. “Wait, what?”

      The words marinate as panic settles in. “Holy shit, are you saying Briar is in labor”? Aaron asks wide-eyed.

      “That’s what I’m saying.” Ruby bobs her head repetitively.

      “Okay, guys, we need to chill the heck out and get me to a hospital before I deliver Nugget in the Bronco,” I say to Ruby and Aaron. Mack is still in the kitchen. I don’t know if it’s because he’s scared to come out here.

      “Damn, we didn’t pack our bags for the hospital yet,” Aaron says.

      “I didn’t buy the baby a sleeper to come home in. We don’t have clothes for our baby,” I begin to cry.

      “Okay, relax, this is going to be fine,” Ruby soothes. “Aaron, you take Briar to the hospital. I’ll pack her a bag and go pick up some baby stuff.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. Shit, where did I leave my keys?” Aaron asks, walking all over the house looking for them.

      “I think you left them at the front door, S-shit. . .” Another contraction hits and I howl from pain.

      “What should I do? Should I pick you up?” Aaron offers.

      “I’m soaking wet. Maybe grab a towel so I don’t get the Bronco dirty,” I say to him.

      “I don’t care about the Bronco right now,” he counters.

      “Aaron, please. We also don’t have the car seat installed. OMG, our baby won’t be allowed to leave the hospital.”

      “Mack, get out here,” Ruby shouts.

      He peeks through the kitchen door. “I thought the kitchen may be safer now.”

      “Come, we need to go get them what they need,” she says to him.

      “Here, take my credit card,” Aaron says to Mack. “Briar, let’s go. If your water broke then that baby could be coming sooner rather than later.”

      We head toward the door. Aaron has his keys and his hand is at my lower back.

      “Ah, guys,” Ruby says. “You aren’t wearing shoes.”

      “Shit,” Aaron growls.

      “We can’t even leave the house like normal humans. How are we going to raise our son?” I start to cry.

      “No, don’t cry, Buttercup,” Aaron pleads. He helps me slip into the white Crocs I have at the door and he puts on his sneakers. We head out to the Bronco. Aaron places a towel on the seat and helps me into the car.

      “I can’t believe how unprepared we are,” I pout.

      “We’ll be fine. Think positive,” he says.

      “How can you be so positive at a time like this?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. “My dad always taught me that under stress I should only have positive thoughts.”

      I take a deep breath and try to focus on good things. We are going to be able to meet our little Atlas soon.

      I blow out a breath just as another contraction hits. “Shit, Aaron, speed up. This is so painful,” I groan.

      The next several hours fly by in a blur of stress, anticipation, pain, and excitement. Atlas is finally here and he’s healthy and perfect.

      “You did good, Buttercup,” Aaron says, kissing my lips.

      “We did good,” I correct.

      The nurse moves us to a maternity room. I’m dozing off when Aaron’s parents enter the room, his father is pushing his mom in a wheelchair.

      “Congratulations, you two,” they say, and they both kiss us.

      Aaron passes Atlas over to his dad and he grows teary. “Aren’t you a handsome fella?”

      “Pass him over, Brody,” Catherine complains playfully.

      “You got it, baby. We have a grandson,” he says, and he places Atlas in her arms. She holds him close to her heart and kisses his forehead.

      “Dreams do come true,” she mutters, and it takes everything inside me not to break down and cry. When I look over at Aaron, I see that he’s holding on by a string, but he’s holding on and so will I because this is a happy moment for our family, and I don’t want it marred in sadness. I realize I just referred to these people as my family and it’s true. In the nine months I’ve been pregnant that is what they have become.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Briar

      It’s been a month since I’ve given birth. Aaron has been by my side except for when he goes to class or practice. The official season hasn’t started yet so at least Aaron isn’t missing out on games. He has the NHL teams watching him this year since he is a senior. He’s hoping to be able to have more than one offer from a team close to Riverside, since I still need to finish my degree.

      I’m at home during the day, taking care of Atlas. Most days the house is quiet since everyone is at school, practice, or out having fun. I’m breastfeeding Atlas on the couch in the family room when Hugh walks in. He’s one of the freshies living with us this year.

      “Oh shit, sorry.” He turns away since my boob is fully out and Atlas is sucking on it.

      I grab one of Atlas’s blankets and throw it over us.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone to be home this time of day,” I say.

      “Right, yeah,” he says. He heads upstairs to his room. I hear him call his friend. “Bruh, I just saw Murray’s girlfriend’s tit,” he says. Damn. This isn’t good. We need our own place. Mack and Ruby have been chill about having us around, but we are a family now. These living arrangements aren’t working.

      My cell rings and I answer the call. It’s Annie.

      “How are you doing?” she asks.

      “Fine, just feeding Atlas,” I say, placing my cell on the pillow beside us.

      “Aw, he’s such a cutie,” she says.

      “How’s school going?” I ask.

      “It’s been good. It’s full days but I love what I am learning, finally,” she says of veterinary school.

      “That’s awesome. I think it’s great that you’re going after your passions. Sometimes I wonder if I made the right decision with wanting to go to law school,” I admit.

      “Well, you have time to think on it,” she reminds.

      “Yeah, I love being home with Atlas, but I think it would be best if I return to school for the spring semester instead of waiting until next year. I want to have a degree in my hand.”

      “That sounds like a solid plan,” she says.

      “How’s your new condo? Is it weird to be living alone?” I ask.

      “It’s lonely when Cade’s out of town,” she notes, sounding like she really misses him.

      “That’s going to be me next year when Aaron is traveling with a team,” I say.

      “You kind of get used to it but not really,” she says. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

      “Nah, I get it. It’s their job. They get paid well to do it. It comes at a price. Do you know if your building has any available apartments? I know they like to rent to grad students, but maybe they would consider us because they are family friendly.”

      “Uh oh, are things not working out in the hockey house?” she asks.

      “Well, Hugh, that’s the freshie, just walked in on me breastfeeding Atlas. He kind of got embarrassed and called his friend and told him that he saw Murray’s girlfriend’s tits.”

      She starts laughing so hard she’s cracking up. “Shit, Briar, I’m sorry. It’s funny but not funny.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say. “I’m breastfeeding for goodness sakes. My tits as he called them are now my baby’s food.”

      “I can look into it and let you know. I see the property manager around all the time,” she says.

      “That would be great. I think Aaron and I need our own space.”

      “You guys are adorable,” Annie says.

      “Thanks, I’m tired is what I am.” I yawn. “Atlas fell asleep. I’m going to put him down and take a little nap myself.”

      “Okay, we’ll talk soon. I’ll be in touch,” she says.

      “Thanks.”

      We end the call. I place Atlas in the bassinet we have set up in the family room.

      I’m out like a light the moment my head hits the pillow.

      Atlas is stirring and I open my eyes. “Hi, Buttercup,” Aaron greets me. He’s holding Atlas and swaying him in his arms.

      “I picked up some roasted chicken and mashed potatoes,” he says. “We ran out of Mom’s meals yesterday.”

      “It’s impressive they lasted a month. Thanks for picking up dinner,” I say to him.

      He leans down and kisses me. Since he has to be up early for morning skate, I’m the one who wakes up with Atlas.

      “I think we need to move,” I mention to him.

      He sits beside me on the couch. “I thought things were going well here.”

      “If you call Hugh walking in on me breastfeeding Atlas and him running to tell his friend on the phone that he saw Murray’s girlfriend’s tits, then you know it’s going well.”

      Aaron passes Atlas over to me. “I’m going to kill him.” He stands from the couch.

      “It’s not his fault. He’s an eighteen-year-old kid, and we are a family with real responsibilities,” I remind.

      “You’re right. We should move. Atlas should have his own room. Maybe I can contact a real estate agent,” he suggests.

      “I spoke to Annie earlier. Her condo is mostly for grad students, but I think they can give us an exception. It’s not like we’ll be throwing any ragers anytime soon.”

      “I’m down with that if it’s what you want,” he replies.

      “We need our own space,” I confirm.

      “You’re right. This was just a trial. I’m sure there are some guys from the team who would love to take over the empty rooms. I just feel bad leaving Luc and Mack with a bunch of freshies.”

      “They’ll survive. It’s Ruby I’m worried about.”

      “She’ll be fine. If one of the freshies gets into her space, Mack will put them in their place,” he assures.

      “I know.”

      “Let’s go have dinner, yeah?”

      I get up and take Atlas with me. He has light hair and his eyes are a mix of green and blue. He’s growing so fast.

      “Mom and Dad want to come by this weekend. Maybe they can stay with Atlas for a couple of hours and we can go out somewhere,” Aaron suggests.

      “That sounds perfect. I haven’t been out of the house all month. I could use some fresh air,” I say.

      “Perfect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron

      Mom and Dad are watching Atlas. Briar pumped some bottles of milk, so we have a good three to four hours before we have to be back at the house. Annie got back to Briar yesterday and said that a two-bedroom condo was coming available in November. We took it and now we are spending our last month in the hockey house, which seems like the end of an era, even if I am excited to be living alone with Briar.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      “It’s a surprise,” I say to her. It’s a perfect Sunday afternoon. The sun is shining, and the weather is about sixty-eight degrees.

      “Okay,” she replies, but she seems confused since I’ve driven away from Riverside. “I’m nervous about leaving Atlas. Don’t get me wrong. I know your parents are going to take amazing care of him, I just feel. . .”

      “You’re having separation anxiety,” I say. “I read about it and it’s normal.”

      “Have you read about every stage of Atlas’s development?” She giggles.

      “Maybe.” I wince as I drive out into the country. I want to head away from campus for what I have planned because we need some privacy.

      “You’re being very mysterious,” she comments.

      “Mystery is good in a relationship,” I reply, looking out to the road. The leaves are starting to change color. We head out to a national park along Lake Superior’s shoreline.

      “Isn’t it too cold to go swimming?” she asks.

      “Ah, you’re fishing for information,” I accuse.

      “Can you blame me? It looks like we are headed to nowhereland,” she says.

      We drive into a parking lot. It isn’t very busy here, which is what I researched when I planned this little day trip.

      I park the car and take the basket Mom packed out of the trunk. I take Briar’s hand and we walk down a path. There’s a dog park off to the right, which seems a little busy, but as we head down the trail some more, we end up on a strip of beach which is completely isolated. I lay out a blanket.

      “I know it isn’t time for sunrise but I thought it would be relaxing for us to watch the waves together and have a little picnic. I figured you might freak out if I asked you to leave Atlas in the middle of the night, and the truth is, I would probably freak out too,” I confess.

      She caresses my cheek. “This is the perfect date.”

      “Date, yes, it’s definitely a date.”

      I set the basket in the corner of the blanket and we take a seat side by side.

      “It’s pretty here,” she notes.

      “Not as pretty as the ocean in Punta Cana,” I say. “What do you think of going back there over Christmas?”

      “You would want to be away from your parents on the holiday?” she asks, surprised.

      “I was thinking Mom and Dad could join us,” I suggest. Then I get up and I get in front of her on one knee.

      “Aaron, what are you doing?” she asks, looking alarmed.

      “I’m proposing, Briar. So let me say what I have planned.” I’ve been so nervous about proposing my palms are sweaty.

      She falls silent. “Briar, you entered my life at a time I needed you most. I was drowning and you were my life preserver. I knew you were special from the first time I met you, but I never realized how being with you would profoundly change my life. We are a family already, but I would like to make it official. Would you do me the honor of being my wife?” I open the red velvet box in my hand and show her the solitaire diamond on a yellow gold band.

      “Yes,” she cries. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      She gets up on her knees too, and I take her in my arms and we kiss. I place the ring on her finger.

      “We’re forever,” I say to her.

      “I believe it now, Aaron, because every time I look into your eyes, I see love, and I know that’s the kind of love that comes once in a lifetime.”
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      Briar

      The plane ride to Punta Cana was worse than last time. Apparently, I am even more paranoid now than I was before Atlas was born. He is my everything and all I want to do is protect him. It helped that we had all our close friends and family on the flight with us, until we hit turbulence.

      I got so nervous I started muttering how I was scared of dying. To calm me down, Aaron started using some sexy talk to distract me, telling me what he was going to do to me in the hotel room once we arrived. Unfortunately, he forgot that his parents were sitting behind us and now they know about all the unprotected sex we had in bed and in the shower the last time we were here, which was super embarrassing. When Aaron realized that they heard, he simply asked them to erase everything from their minds, as if that was a thing. They both said no problem very curtly, both of them sporting horrified looks and red cheeks.

      The reality was we were happy his parents could be here. It wasn’t easy convincing the doctors to let Catherine come to Punta Cana, but we made it happen. She was in a wheelchair full time now. We always try to spend as much time as possible with her so she can watch Atlas grow. It’s been so hard on all of us watching her body slowly shut down. But she wanted to be here. She wanted to watch Aaron walk down the aisle. After my mom picked up my car, I never heard back from her. I called to tell her about Atlas’s birth but she never returned the message, so I didn’t bother to tell her about the wedding. Same with Dad since he never returned my only call when I reached out to him, panicking over my pregnancy.

      It turns out that Aaron and Atlas are the best things to happen to me because I have a family now and Catherine, who I call Mom now, is walking me down the aisle so to speak. I’m walking her down the aisle in the wheelchair but it’s going to symbolize her walking me down the aisle while Brody walks Aaron down the aisle.

      All of Aaron’s good friends are here. So are Ruby, Charlie, and Annie. We’ve all been there for each other, through thick and thin, and this is another time my friends are showing up for me.

      We’ve already been in Punta Cana for a week, enjoying the sun and beach. Atlas loves taking naps in the cabana on the beach. We wanted a week of relaxing before the wedding to spend time with friends and family, and that’s what we got.

      We even put Atlas to sleep with Aaron’s parents one night so we could wake up at the ass crack of dawn and watch a sunrise. Who would’ve thought, a year later, Aaron and I would be back in the exact same spot, ready to exchange vows.

      We will be getting married on the beach. Cade, Finn, Luc, Hayden, and Macklin are all his groomsmen. While the girls are my bridesmaids.

      Aaron walks down the aisle first, holding Atlas and walking side by side with his dad. Catherine and I wait for our cue to head down the aisle next.

      “I’m so happy for you two, Briar,” she says, and tears fill her eyes.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You know I always wanted a daughter, and you’re more perfect than my dreams,” she declares.

      “You’re going to make me cry.” I swipe at the corner of my eye, where a tear threatens to escape.

      I head down the aisle, pushing Catherine in the wheelchair. I watch Aaron with so much love in his eyes that I am mesmerized by his gaze. We are at the exact location where Aaron insisted on watching the sunrise with me. Not only was the sunrise a start of a new day for us, but a new life. We exchange vows, promises of forever, pledges of love and support. When I look into his green eyes, I’m home. He is my beloved, and I am his.

      Want more Briar and Aaron? Find out what their life looks like after the baby is born with this extended epilogue!  One-click here or scan code: https://bit.ly/43aPSv1
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      Are you ready to see which Riverside U player will fall next? If you are wondering what is going on with Luc then make sure to pre-order Tempting the Goalie, Book 5, in the Riverside U series to see what happens. . .

      Keep reading for an excerpt of Tempting the Goalie, a friends to lovers fake relationship hockey college romance. The excerpt is unedited and subject to change.
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      Prologue

      Luc

      

      I’m leaving the gym after a Sunday morning workout when I get a text from an unknown sender.

      

      648-258-7890: Do you want to come over?

      

      Me: Who is this?

      

      648-258-7890: Jane from your Media and Society class.

      

      Now I remember her. The chick I gave my number to last Thursday. She was pretty with her long red hair. I normally didn’t dig red heads, but I could use a good tumble in the sheets.

      Me: Do you have a friend that’s wants to join?

      Lately I’ve had an affinity for threesomes. I can’t explain it but my regular hookups became boring. I suddenly needed more. I don’t know if it’s because the last girl I slept with got attached after three rounds in the sack. I’m not a relationship guy so that shit scared the crap out of me. I also didn’t return her feelings, so I felt bad that she developed feelings for me.

      648-258-7890: Sasha is over. She’s in our class too. She saw you speaking with me the other day and she was interested in you.

      Bingo.

      Perfect.

      I don’t know this Sasha but two chicks waiting on me causes excitement to run through my veins. It’s a feeling I lost when Jennifer or was it Marley? Damn what was the name of the girl that caught feelings? Anyway, after that horrific episode when she told me she wanted to take things to the next level I started to branch out. Sometimes it’s been two girls and sometimes I’ve shared girls with my teammates. I’m not into guys but I find it hot to watch other people fucking. It’s live porn. It’s also impersonal so no chance anyone can fall in love. Especially when we change partners all the time.

      I know what you’re thinking I must be a cold-hearted bastard. I’m not. I love my good friends at the hockey house, and we are always there for each other. Lately they’ve all been falling in love. Watching my friends fall so hard has made me feel like running in the other direction. I can’t explain it either because they are all happy and their girlfriends are all smoking hot and nice people. None of what I’m feeling is logical, but life doesn’t always make sense. Sometimes we just need to go with what we are feeling and right now I’m big on sexual experimentation.

      Jane gives me her address and I hop into my beat-up Toyota Corolla that still has my Quebec license plate. Her place is just a few minutes away from campus. Lucky, I decided to shower at the gym. I put Jane’s address into Waze and arrive on her street four minutes later.

      Me: I’m here.

      I wait in the car and check my hair in the mirror. It’s still wet from my shower. I’ve got the typical hockey player haircut. Mediumish long hair with a middle part that I tuck behind my ears. I pop a breath mint into my mouth and leave my car. Girls on campus don’t care that I drive a shit box because I have one year left of school before I draft to the NHL where I will have a very handsome salary waiting on me.

      I head toward the front door as it opens. Jane is hiding behind the door her red long hair hanging over one shoulder.

      I enter.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself,” I say to her. She wraps her arms around me and begins to kiss me. This is perfect. Let’s just get right to it. I break the kiss, “Where is Sasha?”

      “Waiting for us in my room,” she says.

      Jane is only wearing a pink bra and matching panties. Her skin is a creamy white and her breasts are full. She takes my hand and guides me to her room where a tanned skin girl is lying on the bed in a black bra and panties. Her eyes are dark like night and her body is slim and long.

      “Hi Luc. You remember me?” she asks. Her English is broken. I’m guessing her accent is Russian because I have played hockey with a lot of Russian players.

      “Yes,” I lie. Never seen her before.

      She smiles.

      “I hope my bed will be big enough for the three of us,” Jane purrs.

      “Looks good to me.” It’s a double mattress. At six foot four and two hundred and fifteen pounds I am a big guy but for what I have planned we will make space.

      I kick off my slides and head onto the middle of the bed. Each girl curls up beside me. When I start kissing Jane, Sasha begins rubbing my cock. Having all these hands involved is distracting. To me it feels good but impersonal too. I know people can get into threesome committed relationships but any commitment in any definition of relationship is something I am allergic to.

      Before I know it the girls have stripped me bare. I have a finger in Sasha’s pussy as my tongue mingles with Jane’s.

      When Jane attempts to give me a blow job I stop her. I need as much fuel as possible to pleasure two girls. I tell Sasha to move up the bed as I shift down. She starts riding my face as I lick her pussy. Meanwhile I have my finger inside Jane as I tweak one of her nipples. With my other hand I reach up and tweak Sasha’s nipple. With both girls primed and ready I ask Jane to bring a condom. She puts it on me and begins to ride me as I lick the hell out of Sasha’s pussy. She’s the first to go off. Jane falls after her and I am not far behind. We all catch our breath. The girls decide to smoke a joint while I check my messages and head to the washroom to discard the condom. I leave my phone behind. When I get back I take a quick peak to see a text from my best friend Elisabeth who I nicknamed Lili when we were five.

      Lili: Did you see the news?

      I don’t know what she is talking about, but I’ll check it soon when I don’t have my hands so full. The girls pull me back into bed and my phone drops. I get sucked back into a world of ecstasy. A world where life is easy and I forget all my problems.
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      Elisabeth

      I’m having my weekly FaceTime call with my sister back home in Val-Du-Lys a small town in Quebec, Canada while scrolling my phone. My sister is rocking her baby boy and muttering sweet nothings to him as I talk about my junior year of college coming to an end and how I can’t believe I don’t know where the last three years went.

      My breath hitches when I see my boyfriends name pops up on my screen as a news notification. I click the link and I’m redirected to a page where I see my boyfriend of the last two years being photographed with a woman who is clearly a model.

      “Elyna, I need to go,” I say to her abruptly as adrenaline pumps through my veins.

      “Huh, why? Sorry, you have my attention now. Braden just closed his eyes. I’m placing him in the crib,” she says quietly. Elyna is a single mom to a six-month-old baby boy, Braden. She lives back home with my four brothers who are bachelors. They run our family microbrewery.

      “I-I. . .” I’m at a loss for words as I check other sites for information on Brodie Fisher my boyfriend. It appears he is stirring rumors after being seen leaving a club with some famous model. My stomach sinks. This isn’t the first time in our relationship that the media has delivered false information about Brodie. He’s an NHL star playing for the New York Scavengers. My best friend Luc always warned me about dating a professional hockey player but I didn’t listen. I told him that not every man was a manwhore like him. Now I’m thinking I had things wrong. Too many outlets are reporting on this new budding relationship. He is touching her in several pictures. How am I just getting wind of this now?

      “Lili, what is going on? You’re worrying me,” my sister says adamantly through the phone.

      “Brodie is all over the internet,” are the only words I get out.

      “Yeah, well I mean he’s famous,” she snorts.

      “No, Elyna, he’s with another woman,” I say on the verge of a meltdown.

      She mutters something under her breath along the lines of shit. “Don’t overreact. Maybe there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      “Maybe,” I agree. “I need to go. Give Braden a kiss for me.”

      “Okay, keep me updated,” she insists.

      “Speak soon,” I end the call before my sister can say goodbye. How could Brodie do this to me? It’s humiliating. We spoke about our relationship so many times we agreed that if either of us didn’t want to be committed anymore we would inform the other and end things. I didn’t get to see Brodie often, but we had planned our future together. A future I had planned out perfectly with a nice house and a white picket fence. Brodie was going to retire by age thirty and we would have our own nice little family.

      I’m scrolling through all the articles when I see a picture of Brodie kissing her. The blood turns hot in my veins. That asshole. Hot tears sting my eyes.

      I’m sitting on my couch crying for what must be an hour when my phone pings with a message.

      Luc: Are you okay?

      My best friend answers my text, finally. Luc and I grew up together. We came to Riverside U together but he’s a hockey player with a busy athletic schedule and a side hustle of girls fawning over him. I’m a quiet psych major who mostly does her homework and keeps a low profile. We couldn’t be more different but we grew up as neighbors. We were there for each other through dark times so even though we don’t see each other often we have the kind of friendship that lasts through time even if we both don’t make the effort we should on our friendship.

      Me: Not really.

      Luc: Where are you? I’m coming to you.

      Gah. This is embarrassing. He’s going to tell me how he warned me against dating a guy like Brodie.

      Me: I’m home. You don’t need to come. I’ll be fine. It’s just the cheating that stings and the fact that Brodie said he loved me and wanted to start a family with me after I graduated.

      I was naïve to think that a handsome man like Brodie would set aside his wild ways to be with a simple small town girl like me.

      I head to the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea. My head is spinning. Was Brodie going to call me and tell me it’s over? Was he just going to act like I never existed and move on without informing me we were over? Or was he banking on the media sending me the message that our relationship was over?

      I make myself a cup of chamomile tea and take a seat at my kitchen table. Since I am a glutton for punishment I continue to scroll through his Instagram page.

      What were you thinking Lili? A feeling deep down in my belly tells me exactly what I was thinking. Brodie was safe. He promised me the family I always wanted. But did I love him? There was no fire between us but I assumed that burning need for someone isn’t something that existed in real life. That kind of passion only happened in books.

      There’s a knock on my front door and I shout to my roommates that I will get it. I head to the door knowing I look like shit with my dark hair in a messy bun on my head, and my eyes rimmed red.

      I open the door to Luc, his hair has the I just had really good sex look. Although in Luc’s case maybe he did really just have good sex. His dark eyes are filled with so much emotion that it hits me in the center of my chest.

      “Honey bee,” he says calling me by a nickname he uses for me in private. He takes a step into the house and wraps his arms around me. I fold into him like a safe blanket. Luc is six foot four to my five foot six but he feels like home, in his arms I feel protected.

      “Please don’t say I told you so,” I say to him as tears fall from my eyes.

      “I won’t, but I want to fucking kill him,” he barks.

      That makes me laugh through my tears. I pull away from him and swipe at the tears. He kicks off his slides. “You smell good. Did you just shower?”

      “Yeah, I just came from the hockey house. That place is getting to be too much. All my friends are in love or at least on the way to it,” he complains.

      “Now I’m starting to understand your aversion to love,” I say and Luc winces.

      “Don’t become a pessimist, you’re too sweet,” he says.

      I smile at him. “Come in. I just made some tea.”

      “I don’t drink tea,” he says as if I didn’t know.

      “I can make you instant coffee if you like,” I offer.

      “Okay but only if you have creamer,” he says.

      “I do.” We head to the kitchen, and I take a mug to make him coffee just the way he likes.

      “Did he call you to apologize? Is he groveling? You better not take him back,” he warns.

      “He hasn’t called,” I say, and those words sting because I wasn’t important enough to Brodie for him to inform me of the end of our two-year relationship.

      “You deserve better than a guy like him Lili. You deserve the best,” he says, and he makes my heart dance. Luc is the sweetest guy I know and probably the most handsome, but he also doesn’t believe in love and has never been in a relationship.

      “Don’t flatter me. I wasn’t pretty enough or good enough to hold Brodie’s attention after all the promises he made,” I say feeling low.

      “You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Don’t talk about yourself that way,” he says.

      “Enough about me. How has your weekend been?” I ask taking a cleansing breath. I need to stop thinking about Brodie’s betrayal.

      “We had a game out of town Friday night. Got back last night. It’s been weird having all these girls living with us. My friends are just so happy. . .” His face morphs into disgust.

      I laugh out loud. “You have to see your face right now.” I slide his coffee to him from across the counter. “They’re in love Luc. Although I think you’ve brought me over to the dark side. I don’t think love exists.”

      “My friends will tell you different. One of my friend’s girls was just complaining about all the banging headboards we have in the house at night,” he says.

      “As in all of them are having sex all night?” I ask intrigued.

      He nods. “They can’t seem to keep their hands to themselves.”

      “I wouldn’t know what that feels like. Brodie and I weren’t like that,” I say to him. Brodie came into town once a month. It was the best he could do on his crazy schedule. Last summer he took me to Italy for two weeks. Italy was beautiful and romantic, but I didn’t feel a rabid hunger for Brodie.

      “What do you mean?” Luc asks. “You were with the guy for two years.”

      “I don’t know. We didn’t have some crazy sexual attraction. The sex was okay,” I shrug. My best friend and I never discuss sex. It was a topic that is always off limits. Our friendship has always been platonic. The summer Luc’s mom died in a car crash was the same summer my dad left. Luc was devastated and I had felt abandoned. We were only twelve years old, but Luc snuck through my bedroom window every night and we had a sleep over. Having each other eased the loneliness. He would always sneak out in the morning before my mom woke up and it was something we did for years. Coming to Riverside U put a distance between us but it didn’t take away the closeness we shared.

      My best friend looks uneasy from my comment. He was leaning over the counter cupping the mug and he straightens out and walks the mug over to the kitchen table. He takes a seat.

      “What are you saying Lili?” he asks then he sips from his mug.

      “Nothing. Just that the sex wasn’t something to write home about. We never knocked any headboards into walls.”

      He winces at my words and pins his eyes shut like he is in physical pain. “Are you saying that you never orgasmed with the asshole?”

      He knows Brodie was my first. I met Brodie in my first year here at Riverside. Brodie was visiting the arena since he’s an alumnus here. I was visiting Luc, and we hit it off. Brodie asked me out which was a big deal because he’s famous. I didn’t care about his fame. I liked how down to earth he was. He fooled me into believing he was an honorable man.

      “Do you really want me answering that question?” I ask in return.

      “I asked,” he deadpans.

      “But we don’t talk about sex and orgasms,” I bring to his attention. He shifts and clears his throat mumbling something I don’t quite understand.

      “You brought it up so spit it out. You want to tell me you were dating a guy for two years who didn’t make you come?” he asks flabbergasted.

      “I faked it,” I scrunch my nose and feel my cheeks flush.

      “Ouch, that’s bad, Lili. Like real bad. The guy couldn’t hit it home. Why did you stay with him for so long?” he asks which is fair.

      “It was comfortable. He wasn’t demanding. He has a busy schedule and I have a busy schedule. We worked and you know he was my first. I don’t know anything different from what I experienced with him.”

      “Jeez,” Luc pinches the bridge of his nose. “I guess it’s for the best. The guy was a douche and now you get to go out and experience real dick.”

      “OMG, I can’t believe you just said that,” I chide.

      “I can’t believe you’re blushing,” he counters. “You’re twenty-one years old for crying out loud.”

      “I know how old I am Luc. I just thought I was going to finally get my family. Settle down with Brodie and have kids,” I sniffle.

      “Come here,” Luc says. He motions me over and sit in his lap. I take in his fresh scent. I place my arms around his neck and bury my face in the crevice of his neck and shoulders. I inhale everything that is Luc. He’s my safety net. My home.

      He rubs my back. “You’re going to be just fine Honey Bee.”

      “I’m broken Luc. There’s nothing fine about what happened. Brodie didn’t even have the decency to see me and tell me to my face that we are over,” I state, and I pull my head up and look into his dark eyes.

      “Because the guy is a coward. I warned you from day one,” he says.

      “I thought you weren’t going to say I told you so,” I remind.

      He winces. “Sorry. I could clock the guy. Just wait until I make it to the NHL. I’ll get him back one day.”

      His comment makes me laugh. “That’s completely unnecessary. I know it’s for the best. Imagine I did marry him, and he left me with kids. I’d be just like my mom,” I blow out a breath. “That scares the shit out of me.”

      “There’s someone out there that’s perfect for you. That will love you the way you deserve to be loved. That will be there for you through thick and thin and not take off,” he assures.

      “I don’t know how you can be so sure when you’re so against relationships. You’ve never even been in love. Hell do you even know what love is?” I ask and instantly regret it.

      “That’s unfair. I loved my mom, and I love you.”

      “I love you too, but that’s a friendship love. Not a I want to tear your clothes off and make love to you all day and night kind of love,” I state.

      Luc shifts and I stand because he seems antsy suddenly. He walks over to the kitchen sink and places his empty mug inside.

      “You know my head is messed up Lili but that doesn’t mean every guy out there is. I see how dedicated my friends are to the woman in their life. How hard they’ve fallen. Before Finn fell for Charlie, I didn’t think that kind of thing existed. Now I see that it does.”

      “It’s just not for you,” I confirm which is silly because Luc doesn’t see me in that way.

      “Exactly,” he confirms. He looks at his phone clearly checking the time. “I should go Honey Bee. If you need me any time of day or night just call, text whatever.”

      “You have a bootie call to attend to?” I laugh.

      “Nah, I’m heading back to the hockey house. I need to sleep early. Got an early morning practice and I want to be on my A game.”

      “Okay thanks for coming,” I say. “You don’t need to worry about me. My ego is more hurt than my heart.”

      “I know but I still wanted to come and check on your ego. Tell you that you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” his statement sending my heart soaring in the clouds. When I was younger I crushed on Luc hard. Hell, I pictured us getting married and having kids but with the years I learned that Luc was never going to settle down. Life had been bitter to him and he wasn’t buying into a life with a wife and white picket fence.

      I burst into laughter. “When did you start lying to me?”

      He palms his chest. “I’m offended Honey Bee. It wasn’t a lie. You’ve always been the prettiest girl.”

      I sigh and blush. I don’t know what to think sometimes Luc and I share moments. Moments where things feel very confusing. This is one of them. A fraction of a second when the lines of our friendship blur. But the moments pass faster than two blinks of my eyes and then we are back to normal.

      “Have a good night. Call if you need anything,” he gives me half a hug and he’s out the door. Why is it that he is so perfect yet so far away?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Luc

      

      My heads been spinning since yesterday. I love Lili with all my heart, but that girl doesn’t know the hold she has on me. I’ve crushed on her since we were kids. I’ve leaned on her and shared my darkest secrets with her. There isn’t much she doesn’t know about me except for the minor detail that I’ve had it bad since we were kids. My feelings don’t mean anything though because I’m not cut out for relationships and Lili deserves the best. I wasn’t lying when I said that to her. Now that we’ve spoken about sex, and I know that she’s never experienced pleasure well. . . it’s changed the rules of the game. She has me so hot and bothered with all her talk about sex that I could barely sleep last night, and it wasn’t because I’ve been deprived of sex. Hell, sex became so monotonous for me I keep searching for something more to keep me intrigued. Hence my preference for threesomes. Unfortunately, Lili just blew my simple pleasure of enjoying threesomes into oblivion after her small confession. Now I can’t stop picturing her naked or giving her pleasure. I’ve obviously had these thoughts over the years. Lili is the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen, with the best heart and best personality. It’s a lethal combination for a guy like me. It’s why I made a promise to myself to never let things between us become more than friendship. The lines have blurred more times than I can remember. When we were fifteen and her mother was dating a real asshole Lili was upset and asked me to sleep over. She had pushed her ass into my cock and it made me hard. She turned around and looked into my eyes, her chocolate brown eyes reeling me in like a fish out of water. I can still remember the way she swallowed hard and watched me, her breathing fast. She licked her lips and I knew then all I had to do was lean in and taste the forbidden fruit and it’d be mine. But I was never going to settle down. Love always ran its course. Just like Dad’s love ran out a month after mom was killed. They had a good marriage. They were happy. I remember mom always smiling but it didn’t take long for dad to have a revolving door of women in his bed before he settled down for good.

      Lili’s mom had been the same. Lili had four brother’s and a sister. The moment her dad left she was on the market and looking for her next partner. And the next. I feel a cold chill running through my body as I think of the past. I’m driving to the arena for morning skate earlier than the rest of the guys this morning because if I can’t sleep then I might as well get some extra stretching in. As a goalie I must ensure that my muscles are always warmed up really well to avoid injury.

      I park in a spot at the Sports Complex and head towards the arena. Again, I am picturing Lili’s plump lips. The way she stared into my eyes yesterday. I hate to see her hurting more than anything. Growing up, her older brothers always watched out for her. Her sister Elyna did too but Lili and I had a special relationship. A pain of loss we shared.

      I head into the arena and see Coach Bailey. “Bonjour.”

      “That French charm isn’t going to work for you this morning Chabot. I’m surprised to see you early considering the shit storm you’ve created.”

      “Huh, what do you mean?” I ask feeling confused.

      “Your sexual escapades are your own business until you share them on social media,” she says and she looks so angry I fear steam might leave her ears soon.

      “Excuse me?” I’m really confused now. “What do you mean?”

      “You posted a sex tape on your Instagram account yesterday that’s gone viral. Why are you acting like you don’t know what I’m talking about?” she says.

      Oh shit. The balls start rolling in my mind and I realize the girls from yesterday must have somehow used my phone to tape our interlude. They probably posted the video when I got up to go to the bathroom after our first round of sex.

      I take my phone out of my pocket and search my internet account. My heart rate kicks up because this looks bad. It looks like I posted this shit myself. The first thing I do is delete the video but I’m no idiot. There’s a digital footprint out there now and this makes me look bad. Really really bad. I check my phone backtracking to understand how the girls pulled it off. When I check my text messages, I see a video sent from Jane’s phone to me.

      “Erasing that video isn’t going to solve this,” she says. “Come let’s go over to Coach Heaton’s office. He’s been debriefed on this situation. I don’t know how he wants to handle this.”

      So much for my early morning stretches and quiet time on the ice by myself. Instead I am probably walking into a fucking shit storm. Coach Heaton is going to ring my ass.

      We walk up to Coach Heaton’s office door. “Come in and close the door.”

      Yup this is bad.

      “Are you on drugs Chabot? Have you lost your mind? What were you trying to prove?” he is standing up behind his desk. His fists at his waist and his face is cherry red. It takes a lot to fluster this man and it seems I’ve done a good job.

      “Coach it wasn’t me who posted that video. I’m not looking to sabotage my career. One of the girls must have gotten hold of my phone when I went to the washroom,” I say innocently even though there is nothing innocent about this.

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. “This is sabotage. Did one of those girls date a player from another team? Do you have any enemies?”

      His questions make my head spin.

      “Not that I know of,” I answer feeling like a flailing duck.

      “We’re a month out of the Frozen Four. Recruiters will be there. You’re a senior next year. How the hell are you going to land an early contract now?”

      “There must be some way to fix this. I’m sorry coach,” I stutter.

      He sighs and takes a seat at his desk. Coach Bailey is standing beside me.

      “The best he can do is work hard to clean up his image. No more hookups. Maybe get yourself a girlfriend. You damn well know that NHL teams like to see a well-rounded player that will be a good example. As a goalie you’re already at a disadvantage,” she says as if I didn’t know.

      “I can’t just snap my fingers and get a girlfriend,” I bring to their attention.

      “Lay low for now,” Coach Heaton says. “I honestly wanted to put your ass on probation but you’re the best goalie we have. I can’t put you out this close the Frozen Four. It wouldn’t be fair to the team.”

      “I’m really sorry coach.”

      “Yeah,” he sighs. “Just keep your dick in your pants for the next four weeks. I’ll ask one of the reporters to set up an interview so at least you can tell your side of the story. It’s really fucked up that the post came from your account. It makes you look like a sex crazy asshole.”

      I wince at his words but he isn’t wrong. This is some next level shit. Those girls played me. That’s really fucking sick of them to do.

      “I’ll keep a low profile. I won’t jeopardize the team,” I assure coach.

      “You better not let us down Chabot,” Coach Heaton says.

      His words hit me hard. I don’t like letting people down. I know all too well what it feels like.

      “I won’t,” I assure.

      “Okay get out of here,” he says waving me out of his office. I duck out of his office and head to morning skate. It’s already too late to get my extra stretches in so I go suit up and start my usual routine on the ice.

      By the time morning skate is over I have the perfect idea. I can ask Lili to help me out.
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