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      I see red.

      I know it’s just a figure of speech, and that I shouldn’t actually see a haze of red in front of me and nothing else. But no, for me, it’s actually more than that. Whenever I hear the snapping of my bone from Lake’s careless, brunt force, my peripheral vision tinges in a crimson, blood red color. My body explodes in surges of heat when I pull up his satisfied, smirking face, or God forbid, if anyone dares to speak his name, I start to shake with the hatred filling me. My skin tingles and sparks like the crackling of fire, and I want nothing more than to cease his very existence.

      I want him gone.

      He’s tried to take everything from me. First, my Ballers. Then, my career. I don’t know how far he’ll go just because he doesn’t like me. Or because he doesn’t want me on his basketball team. Or because he doesn’t want me taking his spot from him.

      Or maybe it’s because he sees red when he sees me…

      I now understand the way he looked at me with so much hatred in the bar that night when I tried to help him…because I feel the same. He better not ever come close to me again. I will lose my fucking shit.

      The only thing is, I might not even have to worry about Lake coming around anymore. Hayes, Ryan, Sloan, and Alec are all mine now, and they’re not going to let that snake get to me.

      Glancing up, I look straight into Hayes’s dazzling blue eyes. His brows are pulled together as he carefully avoids my cast and squeezes my other hand in his. Behind him, Sloan is waiting not so patiently for his turn to greet me, his arms crossed in front of his chest. Judging by how fast they made it through my house to where I’m waiting in the pool area, they probably sprinted just to see who would get to me first.

      “Any news?” Hayes asks.

      I love him for his concern. Before Lake broke my wrist, I would lift my right hand to trace it over Hayes’s sharp cheekbones. Now, I have to lift my left hand because my right is just too awkward. “It was just another batch of x-rays to send to the doctor in L.A,” I tell them. I don’t know anything more than I did a couple of weeks ago, but my heart clenches that their worry for me matches what I’m feeling on the inside. I wish I knew. I want to know everything now.

      I’ve had the purple cast on for two weeks. After Dad, Mom, and I flew to Los Angeles straight from camp, we saw the sports doctor my dad was able to get us into. They poked and prodded, we hemmed and hawed over details. Bottom line, I told them I wanted to play this season. Because of that, the fancy doctor set the break, and then put me in this cast. How well my wrist heals will determine when I come out of the cast and hopefully rehab in time for tryouts.

      It’ll be pushing it—and that’s if everything heals the way it should.

      When Hayes just blinks at me, I say, “The imaging place has to send it to the doctor in L.A. before they can tell me if it’s healing properly.” My dad doesn’t even ask for the opinions of the doctors and techs here. He wants to hear it straight from the doc in L.A.

      Sloan moves closer. He about hip checks Hayes out of the way before dropping a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m sure everything’s fine.”

      I smile up at him. The kiss he pressed into my scalp sends warm tingles over me, fighting back the near constant anger hovering just under the surface. I let it fill me up, so that by the time my mother’s footsteps sound in the doorway, I actually feel the smile I’m portraying on the outside.

      My mother’s steps stop just at the entrance to the sunroom. “Thank God for you boys. She doesn’t ever smile when you guys aren’t here.”

      I know she’s saying it to tease, but it’s also the truth. Neither one of us have been feeling very happy lately. I’m miserable, and she’s worried. We aren’t making the best pair at all.

      Hayes steps back, taking the lounger next to me now that my mom’s here. We try to keep the extent of our involvement with one another to a minimum in front of parents and other outsiders. I have enough on my plate. I really don’t want to have to explain to my mother that I like four guys. That I’m actively involved with all of them, and that I don’t plan on giving any of them up any time soon. Or ever.

      I’m banking on ever.

      “Glad we could help, Mrs. D,” Sloan says.

      I’m pretty sure my mother swoons over Sloan. She hides it well, but her cheeks pink a little when he talks, especially when he says things like “Mrs. D.” His charm oozes out of him without restraint and can be overwhelming at times. I think if she had her way, I’d be Mrs. Sloan Ivy when I grow up.

      Sloan sends me a quick wink, and now I’m the one who’s blushing. If it weren’t for the damn cast, I’d be asking him for a repeat of our skinny-dipping venture. I mean, the pool is right there. It would be so easy to recreate what happened between us. Another type of heat engulfs me, and I look away before my mother guesses it. She knows I had sex with my ex-boyfriend, but I don’t need to be forthcoming enough to tell her that I’d love to jump into bed with my Ballers. All of them. Now that I can let myself feel everything that I tried to hold back in case things didn’t work out again, I swear I’m constantly trying to wrangle my hormones.

      I’m pretty sure the guys know it, too.

      I can say one thing. My hormones are a great distraction from everything else that’s going on.

      My mother’s gaze roams over my body. She checks me over now on a daily basis, like I should be ensconced in bubble wrap and cellophane. Her stare lingers on my purple cast, and her face pinches slightly. I won the argument about returning to Rockport High. Honestly, I think she just felt too sorry for me to argue about it anymore. It didn’t even take that much begging for her to concede. When I look at her while she’s evaluating me, I’m almost positive she thinks I won’t be able to play this year, and that’s why she was swayed so easily. If I ask her, she won’t admit it. She tells me I’ll be ready. She tells me she has every faith in me that I’ll overcome this.

      Her words feel nice. They’re exactly what they should be. In the moment, I bask in them, but then there are times like this when I wonder if she really thinks that at all. If she’s just glad for the guys because of the distraction it gives me from what’s really going on.

      Because what’s really going on is that I have no idea if I’ll be ready to try out in six weeks, much less play up to par when the season actually starts.

      “Now, where are you guys going tonight?” Mom asks, a quirk of her eyebrow after she confirms to herself that I’m still here, and that for the moment, I’m not in any immediate danger of losing my shit.

      Sloan speaks up right away. “To Alec’s baseball game. We’ll bring her home after.”

      She nods like she hasn’t heard me tell her this exact same thing a few times now. “Take care of her.”

      “Of course,” Hayes says.

      My mother’s gaze darts to Hayes. He barely ever speaks, so when he does, she always looks surprised. But there’s one thing he’s not messing around with anymore, and that’s to make sure that I’m okay. I’m pretty sure that if a plane was in danger of crashing into the house at this very second, he’d throw his body over mine in an attempt to make sure nothing happened to me. I think it’s guilt for not stopping Lake. I hope it’s not. It’s no one’s fault but the psychos.

      She places her hands on her hips, her motherly gaze sweeping over all of us. “Okay then. Good.” She turns her eyes on me. “Keep your phone on you. I know it’s hard for you to text like a pro right now, but one-word answers are fine just to let me know that you’re okay.”

      “If you want, Mrs. D., you can take my number. That way you can text me if you want to know what’s going on.”

      My stare runs up the length of Sloan, starting with his cargo shorts, his trim waist, and then the collared shirt that hugs his body in just the perfect way. Almost like it was tailored just for him, and honestly, that could be the case. The senator’s son has to keep up appearances no matter what.

      My mother actually takes him up on that. I gawk as they retreat to the other room for my mom to grab her cell phone. My jaw unhinges when they continue to have a pleasant conversation, and I really want to ask Sloan what the hell he thinks he’s doing. Does my mom really need his cell phone number?

      “He’s going for brownie points,” Hayes says. The sound of his voice drifts over me like a caress.

      I turn toward him. “You think?” I’m half bitterness, half sarcastic. I don’t even know what I want to be right now.

      A smile teases his lips. He checks the archway, and when he finds it clear, he moves next to me on the lounger. “It’s his evil plan to get your mom to trust us with you more often.”

      Oh. Well, damn. “That’s actually genius,” I admit.

      My mom has been hovering lately, but it’s not her fault. She’s worried about me. More for my mental state than for my broken wrist. She knows what not playing ball this year will do to me.

      I reach out to turn Hayes’s hand over. There’s no sign of the split knuckles he had after he punched Lake for the second time because of what he did to me. I never did ask how badly he hurt him, or even if the other guys joined in on it. In fact, I’ve tried not to talk about Lake at all even though he’s a constant stream of consciousness in my head. Every time I feel pain in my wrist or happen to see the bright purple of my cast, I’m reminded of what he did to me. I just can’t help it.

      My mother knows Lake did it, but she thinks it was a terrible accident. My father, who was there, still contends that it could have been an accident. Ryan, Sloan, Hayes, Alec and I know better. We let my mom think that, and I even let my dad star in his own fantasy world over it, because…well, so what that he meant to do it? We can’t prove it. Besides, I’d rather get him back in a way that doesn’t involve denied accusations. I want to get him back where it hurts most: basketball. That was what he wanted to take from me, so it’s only fair that I return the favor. Only, I’m actually going to take him out of commission. He should’ve kept going if he wanted me gone completely.

      That was his mistake.

      Hayes’s arm slips around me. He presses his fingertips into my side, and I snuggle into him, pressing my head onto his chest. His long fingers thread through my hair until I relax at his touch. We don’t even hear my mom and Sloan anymore, and that’s okay. I love being in a Hayes bubble. Despite his quick temper, he’s been nothing but a sweet, gentle giant to me. “How have you been feeling lately?” he asks.

      I smile into his shirt. “You just asked me that this morning over text.”

      With just the right amount of pressure, his fingers run down my scalp. “That was this morning. And then you had to get your x-rays. I know you don’t like thinking about what happened.”

      I stare at the purple cast on my lap. “It’s hard to get away from it.” Especially with the reminder attached to me.

      His hand rises to my chin. He lifts, moving my head up to gaze into my eyes. As soon as our eyes meet, it’s like I forget how to breathe. My breath hitches, and I blink at him until I’m subconsciously wetting my lips in preparation for what’s about to come.

      Slowly, he eases forward. Everything else in the room might as well not even be there because it’s just Hayes and I in this moment. I meet him in the middle, pressing my lips to his, searching for his protectiveness to fill me up. He kisses like he’s attempting to free himself from his silent cage. What he doesn’t say in words, he says with his lips and his hands. Gently pulling me to his lap, he crushes his mouth to mine, deepening the kiss. His hands move up my back and then down and over my thighs. He weaves my leg through to the other side of him until I’m straddling his hips, then smooths his hand up my spine before pulling me close, arching his hips at the same time.

      “Oh God,” I groan as soon as we make contact. I’m going to change Hayes’s nickname from Ice Man to the Big D. It’s so not fair how I react to him. To all of them, actually. But since I’m in the Hayes bubble right now, I wrap my good hand around his neck and deepen the kiss, spurring him on.

      “This isn’t good,” he murmurs in between fierce kisses. “Your mom.”

      “You started it,” I tell him, raking my teeth over his bottom lip. I don’t know if I’m testing him or me or both of us. I want to see if Ice Man will break. What will it take to get him to want to throw me on the lounger and undo my jeans? To spread my legs and thrust inside? I’m obviously intensely curious about what he’ll feel like inside me. “Damnit,” I groan, shifting my hips closer to him, trying to eke out every feeling I can. It’s been getting more and more like this every time I see one of them now. One or all of us is about to cave in a big way.

      He rolls his hips into mine, and I drop my head back. He kisses my neck moving lower to the hollow of my throat. I moan, throwing my heavy cast over his shoulder now too.

      “Well, well,” Sloan says from behind us, his voice laced in arousal.

      Hayes stops moving. He pulls away from me, even though I’m still perched on his lap with my head back. I open my eyes to find Sloan has moved closer. He reaches out to run his hands over my scalp and then down my hair. From my vantage point, he’s practically upside down, but the look in his hazel eyes is unmistakable.

      He’s turned on, and he’s not one to keep it quiet either. “Fuck me. I’m kind of shocked at how hard I am right now. Maybe I’m into watching.”

      I swallow hard. My mind goes there, and I’m not going to sit here and say that I don’t think that’s hot. It is.

      Hayes pulls me up until I’m looking into his face again. He’s staring at Sloan though, his eyes ice hard. “Tessa and I don’t need an audience.”

      I’m glad no one’s looking directly at me right now because I’m bright red. I shift uncomfortably on Hayes’s lap until his fingers tighten their hold on me. From the way I’m responding to Sloan’s words, I’m pretty sure I’m into having an audience. Sometime. Maybe not now. Or anytime soon. Probably not with Hayes.

      Or maybe so.

      Sloan moves closer until I’m sandwiched between them. His hands come to my shoulders as he kneads my muscles there. My legs around Hayes’s waist tighten. This movement gathers his attention. He looks down, our gazes colliding. His face flushes when he sees me. If my face is anything like what I’m feeling on the inside, I probably look completely unabashed and ready.

      Something has to give soon because I can’t keep walking around like this.

      Hayes moves forward and presses a chaste kiss to my lips.

      He moves to stand and Sloan steps back to give me space so Hayes can set me on my feet. My knees feel like Jell-O, but Sloan has a hold of my waist now. I take a few deep breaths until I feel like I’m returning to normal. Hayes cups my face and smiles.

      “You’re evil,” I tell him.

      He arches a brow as he readjusts himself in his shorts. “I could say the same for you, but I’ll blame it on Ivy. He’s evil because he interrupted us.”

      “I wasn’t going to interrupt. I was going to join.”

      I chuckle nervously. Now that I’m not wrapped up in Hayes, I realize there’s no way we should’ve been doing that when my mom could walk right in. I don’t want to add embarrassment to my list of things to worry about right now. I clear my throat, needing to change the subject. “Where’s Ryan? I thought he was meeting us here.”

      Sloan leans over and kisses my ear. When he pulls away, I turn to face him. He’s staring at my lips when he says, “He wants us to stop by and get him on our way to the game.”

      I reach my hand up to rub at my face. Ryan is only a few doors down now. Along with everything else that’s going on with me, my dad hired movers to move all of Ryan’s and his mother’s shit into their new home. I’ve been inside the foyer once, not attempting to go any further. I know I need to try, but as much as he and Leslie are telling me to act like their home is mine, too, it’s just so hard.

      “I think he’s avoiding coming over here,” Sloan says finally.

      My eyes roam toward the archway. I know what he must feel, especially after my mother came to camp to kiss my dad. He’s probably expecting her to be even more mad at the situation, but I think it’s the opposite. She’s not happy, but she’s resigned now. My dad’s moving in with his girlfriend after all. There’s no turning back.

      “I guess we better get him then,” I say, eager to see Alec play baseball. With my appointments and x-rays, I haven’t been able to watch very many of his games yet.

      “We could’ve left a while ago if you two weren’t messing around,” Sloan teases.

      I smile up at him. “Like you should talk. You were sucking up to my mother.”

      He runs his hand up my back as we move toward the front of the house. His hands tease at the nape of my neck. “Don’t worry, Daddy’s Girl. You’re the only Dale I want.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” I tell him, but an even wider smile pulls my lips apart.

      My mother was right. I really do only smile when they’re around. Currently, they’re the only steady thing in my life, and I need that now more than ever.
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      I get pulled into entering my dad’s new house. It seems rude to wait in the car when my dad owns the place, and I can clearly see his SUV in the driveway, so I know he’s there.

      Hayes helps me by holding my hand as I step out of the Jeep and then all the way up the walk toward the foyer. The door is wide open, an arctic blast wafting out from the air conditioning, but movers are going in and out, so it’s a bit chaotic inside. Half opened boxes are stacked in the entryway, and I look at them like they’re foreign objects, wondering if any of this stuff is my dad’s.

      “Ryan?” Sloan calls out as we walk inside. I know he already texted him on the way here, which was literally two minutes ago. Yep. That’s how far apart we live now. I can walk to his house. Hell, I could crawl, hobble, and jump rope here, too. It’s just so freaking close.

      Hayes and I wait inside the foyer, dodging guys in matching red shirts. Ryan comes around the corner, his shorts low on his hips, his broad, well-muscled chest bare in front of us. He’s in the process of pulling a shirt on over his head, but it’s enough time for me to drink him in. My heart thumps solidly in my chest like it’s its own entity. Ryan fucking Linc, living in my dad’s house. This is seriously happening.

      He gives a quick check behind him and calls out that he’ll be back later. He seems to be moving with super speed through the house, especially when he sees me standing there.

      “Wait!” Leslie calls out.

      Ryan stops in his tracks, his gaze moving to mine. There’s an apology there I don’t understand yet.

      “Is Tessa here?”

      I swallow, and Hayes squeezes my hand once before letting it go.

      “Yes,” Ryan says, his voice filled with aggravation. At the same time, my voice cracks on a “Yeah.” It seemed stupid to let him answer for me when I’m right there, but I really hate my reaction right now. Why is this so hard for me?

      Footsteps echo through a room I can’t see, and then Leslie moves into view. It might just be my imagination, but she’s already looking the part of living up in the hills. She’s wearing a halter top that’s quite flattering on her paired with a pair of white shorts. She’s shoeless, and her feet say she must’ve had a pedicure done recently. “There you are,” she says. She looks from me to Ryan, still smiling. “You know Tim wanted to show Tessa her room.”

      Oh fuck. Panic sweeps through me. I lift my gaze to Ryan’s. He’s still sporting an unsaid apology, and I understand it now. He knew they were going to ambush me with this.

      “We really have to go, Mom,” Ryan says, trying to usher us out once more. “Tessa can see it some other time. I don’t want to be late for Alec’s game.”

      It’s working until another voice sounds from deep within the house. “Do I hear my Pumpkin?” Seconds later, my dad walks right up next to Leslie and stares at us all. Hayes and Sloan shift uncomfortably. “There you are.” He smiles. “I want to show you something.”

      I’m fucked now. There’s no way I can say no. It’s just a harmless room. Seeing it doesn’t mean I even have to spend time in it. Looking at it doesn’t make it mine. It doesn’t mean I ever have to sleep within its walls or hell, even think about it again. It’s just a thing. Right?

      I saw my father not two hours ago at my x-ray appointment, but he’s dressed down now and sweating like he’s been putting a lot of work into making this house a home for them. A pang of guilt hits me for hating all of this. He’s happy, so I should at least be happy for him. “Yeah, okay,” I say.

      He reaches out for me, and I step ahead, walking right to him. He puts his arm around my shoulders and moves me forward. When we exit the foyer, there’s a staircase to our right. The house is different than ours. It’s more open, and the staircase is curved, displayed proudly like it’s the centerpiece of the house. We walk up, and I can’t help but admire how pretty the house is on the inside. There are boxes stacked here and there, but as soon as those are removed, this house will be good for them. Dad squeezes my shoulder as we round the top of the stairs. “The master suite is on the main floor. You and Ryan, as well as the guest rooms, are up here.”

      I swallow. You and Ryan… Words I never thought I’d hear in the same sentence pertaining to what he’s saying right now.

      I look behind me and see that everyone has followed us up the stairs. Ryan’s glaring at the floor, but Sloan and Hayes have their eyes locked on me. It gives me courage to keep taking the next steps without faltering. It’s just a house. It’s just a room. I don’t have to move in with them.

      “Here’s Ryan’s,” my dad says, pointing to a room on the right with the door open. He pauses there briefly. I sneak a peek inside. Despite the generous square footage, it looks a lot like his old bedroom. It’s decorated the same, missing the giant Lakers poster on the door though. “And…here’s yours.” I’m ushered down the hall a little further. Then, he spins me to our left, and I’m face-to-face with a room that clearly screams me. “I hope you don’t mind, I picked everything out.” My dad’s beaming. I can feel the weight of his smile that’s telling me I need to respond in kind, but the weird thing is, I don’t have to make myself smile back. It comes to my lips naturally. I actually really like the room. Still not staying in it, but I can admit that he did a good job in captivating me with the furniture and the sheets. “You can change everything if you want to,” Dad says. “I just wanted a place for my Pumpkin in my home.”

      I move further in, taking in the detail he used. My favorite color, purple, is everywhere. Pictures of he, my mom, and I are on the dresser, and an even bigger picture is displayed on the wall from my one and only start in a Rockport High jersey. I haven’t seen the picture before today, and I’m immediately drawn to it. “Dad,” I say, my throat swelling with emotion. “It’s really nice. Thank you.” I trace my fingers over the glass holding back the poster of my ascent into the air, the basketball barely away from my fingers as I jump for a layup. You can just barely see the top of the nine on my jersey.

      “Someone sent that to me,” my dad says, his voice close now. “I had it enhanced and framed. I thought you could use it for motivation to get you back to playing.”

      My throat threatens to close on me. I swallow through it and turn toward him, giving him a hug. He swallows me in his long arms. In moments like this, I miss my dad who was always around. I know things will get better from here, but I’ll always miss him living in the same house. It’ll feel so different now. When we separate and I look up, Ryan’s mom is in the doorway, and I immediately clam up. This isn’t my room. No matter how nice he tries to make it for me—and it is nice—it still doesn’t feel right. I love that he’s trying though.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I say, feeling the awkwardness crawl over me again. Behind his mom, I hear Ryan and the guys talking. How freaking weird would it be to be here and just have the guys stop by any time because they’re Ryan’s friends? What if I had grown up like that? What if that happens now?

      My dad squeezes my shoulder. “Glad you like it, Pumpkin. I got to get back to the movers.” He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “Have fun at the game.”

      I’ve seen Dad more in the past two weeks than I’ve seen him since he left my mom. He said one of the reasons why he wanted this house was to be close to me, and he wasn’t lying about that. He’s gone to my appointments with me, we’ve taken walks together. Soon, he wants to go for a run like old times, but we just haven’t ventured that far because we don’t want me to trip and re-break my wrist. He’s come over to use the gym in our house. We made it a leg day, and he did everything for me as far as moving weights around when I needed. I know he’ll put a gym into his own house, too, but so far, it’s actually been nice. I just don’t know if I’ll be able to ever treat this room, this house, like it’s mine though.

      He turns around suddenly. “Oh hey, before I forget.” He looks back over his shoulder and nods at Leslie. Leslie smiles at him and then shuts the two of us into the room alone. Jitters skitter through me as I look up at him. “So, how would you feel if I bought Ryan a car?”

      My brows pull together. “You want to buy Ryan a car?”

      “He’s going to need to get to school somehow. I originally thought he could ride with you, but since you shouldn’t be driving right now, I thought he could drive you. Leslie doesn’t want me to get him anything extravagant, but I’d like to do this for him. He’s a good kid.”

      My heart melts, but I have to wonder if it’s only because he’s talking about Ryan and I happen to like Ryan. I’d love for Ryan to have a car. He does deserve it. But a little piece of me isn’t so sure I’d be this happy if dad was dating someone else and we weren’t talking about Ryan right now. “I think it’s your money, Dad,” I say, intentionally staying vague. “You can do what you want with it.”

      “I know that,” he says. “I just don’t want to make any more decisions that will upset you. You have enough to worry about. And, I also don’t want you to think that I’m replacing you with Ryan. Yes, I want to help him out, but you’re my daughter, Pumpkin. No one else.”

      I take a deep breath. The emotions are hitting me hard today, but the fact is, Dad is talking about Ryan. I bite the inside of my cheek when I think about what this will mean to him. When I look back up at Dad again, there’s no doubt in my mind what he should do. “I appreciate you bringing it up with me first instead of blindsiding me. And, I happen to agree with you, Dad. I think Ryan deserves a car.”

      Dad smiles. Clearly, he can’t wait to do this for him. My dad loves being generous. “I knew you’d warm up to him.”

      If he only fucking knew. Scratch that. If he knew, he might not be so willing to buy him that car.

      “Keep it under your hat, okay? Leslie and I want to surprise him.”

      I make a show of zipping my lips together. My skin pricks thinking about how happy Ryan’s going to be though. I freaked out when Dad bought me mine.

      Dad walks toward the door and opens it. He files out of the room, saying goodbye to me one last time. I stand in the doorway, looking out at Ryan, Sloan, and Hayes who are just now emerging from Ryan’s room.

      Ryan levels a stare at me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I tell him.

      The longer I’m in that room without my father, though, the antsier I get. When he’s not next to me, this place feels too foreign. The Ballers right next to me aren’t even helping because it only solidifies the fact that this is something out of the ordinary. I don’t feel as if I belong here.

      “Should we head out? We don’t want to disappoint Alec.”

      Ryan turns wordlessly toward the stairs. I leave the door to “my” room open. There’s nothing I’m hiding in there. None of that stuff within those walls is actually mine, so I couldn’t care less if someone else goes inside.

      I follow them down the stairs and back into the foyer before Leslie peeks her head out again. “Tessa, there’s a set of keys to the house hanging just inside the door for you.”

      “Oh,” I say, my stomach bottoming out again. “Okay.”

      “Bye, Mom,” Ryan says loudly. He motions with his head toward the door, and I follow him, grateful for the excuse to just leave and not get stuck in an awkward conversation about having my own keys to this place.

      I walk out without grabbing them. I don’t foresee myself needing keys to this house. I have my own house with my own mother and my own things.

      When we get outside, Sloan asks, “That wasn’t too bad, was it?”

      I shrug. Ryan is watching me, his gaze slicing through the layers of my skin. I feel as if he knows everything I’m thinking whether I’m saying it out loud or whether it’s just written on my face. He gets it.

      We walk out to Sloan’s Jeep, and now that I’m free from the house, there’s just one more thing I need to worry over today: Will Lake O’fucking Brien be at Alec’s baseball game? He might as well be. That would just top this day off, wouldn’t it?
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      The guys haven’t said much in front of me about what they think regarding Alec wanting to play baseball over basketball. The topic hasn’t even come up lately because of my damn wrist. I admit, I’ve been a little preoccupied, but I’m sure they’ve all discussed it. In some ways, I’m closer to my Ballers now more than ever. In others, I feel like we’ve barely even scraped the surface. I think the fact that they’re still here, supporting him, speaks volumes though.

      Squished between Hayes and Sloan, I wonder if Alec will even play basketball this year. Personally, I wouldn’t risk it, but he’s risked it all those other years. Sentimentally and selfishly, I want him to play. I want to play right next to him, just like I envisioned. I understand the possible consequences though. Anything could happen. Just look at my damn wrist.

      My heart thudded all the way here, hoping Lake wouldn’t show himself. The guys weren’t as tense as me. I should’ve realized it was because they knew he wasn’t going to be here. I don’t know how, maybe they told him not to come. Maybe they knew he wouldn’t have the balls to show up. As far as I know, they haven’t spoken to him since he broke my wrist, but I wouldn’t swear by it either. For all I know, he could’ve walked off the steep end of a cliff and died…but I can’t be that lucky, can I?

      Ryan is sitting in front of me, his shoulders tense. He keeps watching the crowd, his gaze flitting between the entrance and the game being played down on the field. I hate to see his bunched muscles, knowing I’m at least half the reason. He went against his friendship with Lake for me. Someone he’s known all his life. I lift my good hand and place it on the back of his neck. He stills for a moment, but then I lazily draw my fingers over the peek of skin there, working them up into the fine hair at the base of his neck and then down into the collar of his shirt. He doesn’t acknowledge that I’m touching him, but he doesn’t push me away either.

      Alec runs in from third base when his team gets the last out of the inning. He looks up, and when he sees us there, he raises his hand in a salute. We all wave at him in return. He has his game face on, so it’s hard to tell right now, but I know he’s worried about me. They all are. He texted me this morning on the way to his game and told me that Roberta was making me a get-well card. I think that girl took my getting hurt worse than I did.

      I peruse the stands and don’t notice his family sitting anywhere. It’s in the middle of a workweek in the middle of the day, so I guess it doesn’t surprise me that his parents aren’t here. Most people have jobs they go to. They can’t just beg off work because their son has a baseball game. It isn’t until school starts when these special season games move to the weekend. Dawn would be here, too, but she got a job at the small ice cream shop to pay for her school clothes this year. I’ve already told the guys I want to stop there after the game to get some ice cream and visit with her since she’s another person I haven’t seen much since I got back.

      She nearly choked on her own anger when I told her what actually happened with Lake. Then, she cried with me over the phone, but when I saw her after I finally got back, she was her little spitfire self again, touting revenge on Lake like she’s an Italian mob boss with a score to settle. I’m right there with her though. No one has inspired my ire more than him.

      More and more basketball players show up to sit with us. None of them ask about Lake. All of them ask about my wrist. It’s weird suddenly being thrust into the center when the majority of them didn’t so much as look my way when I was riding the bench next to them last year. I answer their questions stiffly at first, but then Sloan tells me to relax. “They aren’t going to do anything to you,” he says. “I promise.”

      One of our basketball teammates sits next to Ryan and even then, I don’t take my hand away from his neck where I trace his skin with my thumb. He doesn’t pull away from me either, which makes me thinks he’s fine with me showing people this in public. Suddenly, though, he goes rigid. He’s turned toward the entrance, so my stomach immediately drops. My hand falls from his back as I try to shelter myself from who I’m about to see.

      A squeal splits the air. “You’re back!”

      What?

      I glance beyond Ryan toward the area by the dugout. Just as I do, I see Rhonda Kyle waving frantically at Ryan and pulling a friend behind her as she bounces up the stands.

      I feel sick.

      Lake was my only worry when I got back home and started thinking about the upcoming school year. For a brief few days, I’d forgotten about the Baller Bitches. My stomach tightens even further as I wait for them to notice me or for the guys’ reaction to her. Maybe I’ve been deluding myself. How can I keep four guys occupied with bitches like this around?

      Rhonda’s hair seems to float behind her as she prepares to launch herself at Ryan. “I missed you!” she says, beaming up at him.

      He stands up, halting her progress.

      Sloan starts to laugh. I turn toward him, my face disbelieving as I take him in. What could he possibly find funny about all this? The girl who tormented me the most, stole my panties from his house, is about to cozy back up to Ryan. Hayes pulls me closer to him, sheltering me, his arm around my shoulders. Whether it’s coincidental or not, my wrist starts to ache. I pull it close to me, protecting it against my chest as I try to look away from the scene.

      “What are you laughing at, Sloan?” another sickly-sweet voice sounds.

      I can’t bear it. I have to look. When I twist my head, I see Sloan peeling Rhonda’s friend’s fingers off his shoulder. He’s stopped laughing now. His profile looks stiff as he glares at the girl. “Don’t ever touch me without my permission.”

      She blinks rapidly at him, then he shifts closer to me, dropping his hand on my leg, squeezing it once. She glares at the spot our bodies touch. She tries to get her friend’s attention, but Rhonda is pouting, all caught up in her own problems. “What’s wrong, Ryan?” she asks.

      She looks from him to Sloan. She’s already moving her gaze back to Ryan when I must catch her attention somehow. Her stare lifts, staring me straight in the face. I see a sparkle come to life in her eyes like she thrives on being a miserable bitch.

      Her lips snarl, a cold, menacing smirk. “Whatever you guys have in store for Tessa, I want in on it.” The gleam in her eyes tells me all I need to know. She thinks I’m here because they’re torturing me. She thinks they’ve gone right back to eating me alive as their prey.

      Sloan chuckles and leans over to whisper in my ear, “I don’t want her anywhere near what I have in store for you.”

      It makes me smile. Then, little by little, what’s happening makes its way through her thick skull. She notices Hayes’s arm around my shoulders, Sloan’s hand on my leg, and even Ryan’s protective stance in front of me. Her face pinches. “What the hell’s going on here?”

      Even from my point of view, I see the devilish smirk making its way across Ryan’s face. I think he enjoys being evil sometimes. It’s such a contrast between the guy I know and the guy he acts like, but I’m almost convinced he takes some sort of pleasure in this. Before he can say anything, I stand. My hand that’s currently trapped inside the purple cast lands awkwardly at my side. “You should leave, Rhonda. Basketball players only.”

      She scoffs. She reaches her hand down to try to thread it through Ryan’s, but he pulls away. Saving face, she crosses her arms over her chest. “Skank.”

      I laugh at that. Her pitiful attempt to try to bring me down is carried by the fact that they all think I’m a skank. Whatever. “Careful. Your bitch is showing.”

      Sloan snickers. He pulls me down next to him, replacing his hand on my thigh. Ryan sits down now, too, completely ignoring the two girls who would’ve been draped all over them last year. Flipping her hair over her shoulder, Rhonda goes to sit next to Ryan, but he puts a hand on the seat next to him that the other teammate vacated in her presence. “Do as Tessa says, Rhonda. You’re not a Baller, you don’t belong here.”

      An angry laugh whiplashes out of her. “You can’t be serious.”

      I reach up to play with the tiny hairs on the back of Ryan’s neck. A vein pops out of her forehead as she watches me touch him so casually. He actually leans back into my touch, solidifying the deal. There will be no more Rhonda and Ryan. Hell, there’ll be no more Rhonda and gang with any of my Ballers. They’re mine.

      She practically stomps the bleachers beneath her and glares at Ryan. “You pig.”

      He lifts his shoulders in an easy way. “Run along, Rhonda,” he says, dismissing her.

      She moves her eyes to me. They’re glassy, and her entire face is scrunched up. “You’ll pay for this.”

      I already did. I cast a weary look at my cast. Literally nothing else could hurt me more than what’s already been done. I’m not worried about the Baller Bitches. They’ll find other guys to fawn over and forget about me eventually.

      Hayes reaches over and tangles his fingertips with the very ends of my own that stick out from my cast. Ryan leans back even further, my knees propping his shoulders up. He’s too close for me to caress his neck anymore, so I wrap my good arm around him and dangle it over his chest. Underneath my palm, I can feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

      The rest of the game goes by without incident. The Ballers talk to the other teammates while still staying close to me. Alec had a great game. Now that I’m not blinded by just seeing him as a basketball player, I see how he really excels at baseball. He has a very intuitive game, a knack for reading the pitcher and other players that serves him well while he’s at bat and running the bases. He hits one homerun, but scores three runs throughout the game.

      After the final out, everyone else funnels into the walkway on the stands while we stay seated. We watch as Alec heads into the locker room and wait for him to come back out so we can walk to the ice cream stand. With everyone else leaving, the baseball field grows quiet. Birds descend on it, staying close to the dugout where the team discarded sunflower seeds and popcorn. Ryan turns abruptly, pulling his feet up so he can fully face us. “We need to talk about school.”

      He’s eyeing me and me only. “Okay…”

      “You’re ours. We’re claiming you again, but for real this time. Bitches like Rhonda will try to go after you once more, but you’ll be safer this way. They’re just threatened by you.”

      I shrug. Whatever. Rhonda isn’t who I’m really worried about. I squelch the sudden surge to vomit before I ask, “Lake?”

      “Leave Lake to us,” Ryan says simply. He looks away, his face softening momentarily.

      A flare ignites in my belly. “Nope. Not happening,” I tell them. I look all three of them in the eye. “I want to know everything that’s going on. If it pertains to me, I get to hear it.”

      “You need to focus on getting better,” Ryan says, glancing briefly toward my bright purple cast.

      He isn’t wrong, but I’m not backing down from this. “Ryan…” I start. “I need to know everything that’s going on. You can start by telling me why Lake didn’t show up at the game today. Then you can tell me if you’ve talked to him since that day at camp. Then you can tell me if you ever do plan on talking to him again.”

      Ryan reaches out and wraps his hand around my calf. He looks up into my eyes. I see him wrestling with his own emotions there. I don’t think it’s a Lake vs. Tessa thing for him anymore. Whatever it is, though, I don’t quite get it. He licks his lips. “He didn’t come because I told him not to. I’ve only texted with him—briefly. What he did to you was unacceptable. Until he realizes that, there’s no room for him in our group anymore.” He lets go of me. “That’ll be your decision anyway. If you can ever trust him again, I mean.”

      Trust him again? I never trusted him in the first place.

      “Once he apologizes, you can decide whether you want him in the group or not.”

      “No.”

      Ryan meets my gaze, his gray eyes hardening.

      “My decision is no,” I say again.

      “He’s tried to contact all of us,” Sloan says after a beat. He says it with zero empathy though. It’s just a statement of fact on his part. I know this has to be difficult for them. Lake was such a big part of their lives, but damn, if they stayed with him, he was only going to drag them down.

      “Maybe he’ll feel what it’s like to be on the outside,” I say smoothly. I’m done feeling bad for Lake. He tried to ruin me. It wasn’t an accident. It was on purpose. His hatred is that extreme. “There’s got to be a reason why he hates me so much,” I say to Ryan, watching for any flicker of acknowledgment. “It can’t be just because of basketball.”

      Ryan rubs the side of his face. “I’ve asked him. He doesn’t say. I don’t know what to tell you there, but I think you’re right. When we go back to RHS, I want you to be on the lookout for him. I don’t trust him now more than ever.”

      I nod slowly. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alec coming up the path toward us. I rise to my feet, sidestep Ryan, and practically run down the stands to greet him. He kisses me just as I expected, like a man high on life. When he pulls away, after dangling me inches away from the ground while he ravaged my mouth, he says, “Hi, Beautiful.”

      I catch my breath. “Good game.”

      He swings an arm around my shoulders as we move back toward the stands. Ryan, Sloan, and Hayes are already waiting for us, so we cluster together as we walk toward the ice cream shop. “I don’t think Christopoulos is hungry anymore. He just about ate your face off,” Sloan deadpans.

      “Aww, don’t be like that, Ivy,” I tease. “Next time you hit a homerun, I’ll let you eat my face off.”

      “I won’t be eating your face, Daddy’s Girl.” He turns his head to the side and winks.

      My body flushes with embarrassment…and an overwhelming want. I’ve felt him on my center before, and I’d gladly feel it again.

      At this point, I’m going to need two ice cream cones to quench the fire inside me.
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      Eating an ice cream cone with only one good hand is extremely difficult. Especially when it’s hot enough outside that the chocolate soft serve starts to melt, and my left hand—not my good ice cream eating hand—has a hard time twisting the cone to lick all the way around. If I’d thought ahead, I would’ve gotten it in a dish. But then again, using a utensil with my left hand isn’t all that comfortable either.

      Hashtag broken wrist problems.

      Just add that to the list of things I hate about what Lake did to me when he fucked my wrist up.

      We’re lounging in Sloan’s Jeep on the way back up the mountain where Ryan and I now both live. It feels weird to be driving up here with all of them in tow. My phone pings. Before I can even pull it out of my pocket, Ryan’s already turned around in the front passenger seat to look at me. “It’s a group message between my mom, your dad, me and you.”

      I still, my hand grasping the phone that’s still in my pocket. We’re group messaging now? Oh God.

      Alec pushes me slightly, so I lean over more, and he helps me free my cell phone. It’s in front of me now, and sure enough, he’s right. Ryan’s mom initiated a group message. The first thought to go through my head is how in the hell she got my number, but then I realize my dad or Ryan must have given it to her. My head starts to pound, but I look up at Ryan anyway, trying to stifle everything I’m feeling.

      “They’re going out to dinner. Mom went to the store and filled the cupboards. She’s saying we’re all welcome to head over and hang out as long as our friends don’t mind the mess.”

      Our? A sleazy shiver runs through me. I don’t want to be just friends with Ryan Linc—or any of them for that matter—and I definitely don’t want the insinuation that we’re an “our” in that sense. Like we’re step siblings or something.

      “So, we’ll head there then?” Sloan asks. He looks in the rearview mirror to catch my gaze. When he does, he smiles. “I’ll text your mom when we get there to tell her where we’re at, so she doesn’t worry.”

      “You’ll what?” Ryan snaps, twisting his head to stare at his friend from the passenger seat.

      Hayes chuckles, but continues to look out the window to my right.

      “Text Tessa’s mom,” Sloan answers casually. A smile is growing on his face, and it’s evident he’s taking a lot of pleasure in pissing Ryan off. “You know, Mrs. D.?”

      I lean forward. “Oh yeah, Sloan and my mom are cell phone buddies now. Isn’t that wonderful?” I ask sarcastically.

      Ryan just blinks at Sloan. I know in some ways he feels like my mom won’t ever like him because of what happened between his mother and my dad. He’s shocked my mom can even stand to be in the same room with him, but that was before my mother came to camp to try to get back together with my dad. Now, Sloan doing this just might push Ryan over the edge.

      Sloan shrugs. “I figured she should trust one of us. She happens to think I’m sweet.”

      I narrow my gaze at him and shove his right shoulder from the backseat. “If she only knew.”

      “Well, we’re not going to tell her otherwise, are we?”

      I lean back and find his hazel eyes in the rearview mirror. One of his brows is piqued, as if challenging me in some way. I’m most definitely not going to tell my mother the extent of what’s happened between Sloan and me. I’m just happy she was able to be convinced that my Ballers weren’t behind everything that happened to me last year. Who knows, that was probably Sloan’s doing too. Hell, he might have been the one to actually convince her to let me come back to RHS instead of going to Springs. I wouldn’t put it past him. He has that conniving yet affable personality people like. I bet he could get away with most anything. I know he does at school where he uses his charm most.

      A little while later, we’re pulling up to Ryan’s new house. When it’s just us and my dad’s car isn’t in the driveway, I can convince myself that this is Ryan’s house. Me or my dad don’t have anything to do with it. Dawn had to practically swallow her tongue at the ice cream shop when one of us mentioned that we’d been there. She mouthed, “Text me later.” Oh, she’ll be getting a text alright. She knew I was apprehensive about going there again.

      When I get inside the house this time, everything’s fine for a little while until I see some of my dad’s things lying around. His weight belt, a box of his things yet unpacked that he got from my mom’s house, and the black and white picture of his retired jersey hanging up in his old home team’s court. It’s currently propped against the wall, probably just waiting for the best place to put it. It doesn’t go unnoticed by anybody, so we all move toward it. “Your dad’s so cool,” Alec says. He squeezes my shoulder.

      I’m still grappling with the idea of the cool Dad in my head and the things he’s done lately. I still think my dad’s great. He’s done wonderful things. He’s helped out so many people, some of them in this room who all just won freaking scholarships—except for Alec—from the Timothy Dale Scholarship Fund. Ryan did win overall MVP, by the way. They waited to tell me after I had my cast put on and without the threat of seeing my own career flushed down the toilet because of one angry bastard, and honestly, I’m not surprised. Ryan is good. He’s great. He has everything an MVP should have. Leadership is the main thing he excels at that I could be better in. He has a way of handling situations that makes me happy I’m on the same side with him again. He’s like the sharp edge of a razor. He can be extremely useful, or extremely hurtful.

      We move into the living room, and Ryan finds the TV remote right next to the TV sitting on a brand new stand. He turns it on and then passes it to Hayes as he moves away. “Find a game or something, would you?” On his way through the room as everyone else gets settled, he grabs my good hand. “Let’s go find some snacks.”

      I follow him warily into the kitchen. This is the only room that has everything unpacked and put away. This room actually looks like people live here. His fingers tighten around mine when we’re out of sight of the others.

      He turns toward me, his gray eyes concerned as he stares at me. I’m not used to Ryan looking at me like that, and it makes me feel uneasy. Ryan Linc has looked at me a lot of ways over the years and concerned hasn’t been one yet. He moves his hand up my cast and over my arm. “Are you okay?”

      My eyebrows raise. “Y-yeah. Why?”

      “Being here,” he says. “I know it has to be weird for you. And then that shit with Rhonda.”

      A smile lights my face. I’m pretty happy with the way we handled Rhonda. I’d like to do that over and over again. She deserves to be taken down a peg or two. As far as being here goes, I don’t know. “I’ll get used to it,” I tell him, being vague on purpose. My thoughts concerning all this have nothing to do with Ryan, and I don’t want him feeling weird about it.

      “You can talk to me about it, Tessa. The last thing I want is for this to come between…” He hesitates for a split second. “Us,” he finally says, his eyebrows moving up and in as he settles on the word.

      I swallow. My heart beats hard in my chest. “I’m dealing with it,” I tell him, being a little more forthcoming.

      “If it’s too weird for you, I’ll walk you home.”

      “No,” I say automatically, almost a little stunned by his words. “I want to be here with you guys…unless you don’t want me to be.”

      His hard face returns. The Ryan Linc I’m most used to seeing. The one with the emotion written in his molten gray eyes while his jaw is clenched so tight I think it might break. “You’re ours now. How many times do I have to say it? You don’t ever have to worry about us not wanting you around.” He moves closer, capturing me in between his body and the kitchen island. “In fact, I think you and I need some alone time soon. We have shit to work through that doesn’t involve the rest of them.”

      Nerves prick my spine. Alone with Ryan?

      “Promise me we’ll get that time.”

      “I—.” I clear my throat and nod instead of finishing that sentence. I don’t trust my voice right now.

      He leans over and kisses the curve of my neck. It’s just a bare brush of lips against heated skin, but it ignites a fire between my legs.

      Afterward, he steps away, leaving me gripping the island behind me for support as he turns to start opening cupboards. It’s evident he has no idea where anything is. With a deep breath, I turn and start on the other end of the kitchen until I find the snack cupboard. “Ryan, here’s the chips.”

      A cupboard closes and then I hear him behind me as I reach for them. His body presses into me as he reaches over my head, grabbing the very same chips I was about to grab, except I’m way too preoccupied now. I stiffen, and my eyelids flutter closed at the contact. He chuckles softly at my reaction, then promptly steps away. With the chips in one hand, he opens up the fridge and grabs a twelve-pack of soda. He motions with his head to follow him back toward the living room. “Come on.”

      My heart feels like it’s teetering on the edge of a very big cliff. It’s excited and nervous, and the whole thing makes my limbs shake as I go back out to the living room. Ryan throws the chips down on the table in the middle of the room and then sets the twelve-pack down as well. Everyone helps themselves, except for Alec, who pulls me down into his lap. When everyone looks at him, he shrugs. “I won a game today. I deserve it.”

      Sloan shrugs like that’s a decent explanation for Alec getting me in his lap. Hayes obviously has no tells to what he’s thinking, but Ryan’s eyes narrow at Alec as he pulls me against his expansive chest.

      On the TV, announcers are calling a college football game, so I try to relax and enjoy it, but a chuckle from Sloan calls my attention as he types on his phone screen. I lean over and see a brief glimpse of a picture that looks like my mom. “Is that my mom? Did you take her picture?”

      Sloan angles the phone away, continuing to smile.

      “Sloan, what the hell?” I try to grab the phone from his hand, but he stealthily moves it out of the way.

      “Oh, calm down, Daddy’s Girl,” he says. “I told you I was going to text her where we were, so she didn’t worry.”

      I reach out to take the phone from him, but he moves it away again. “What are you saying? Why are you laughing?”

      “She’s just telling me to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Why didn’t she text me?”

      Sloan ignores me and my question. “She really likes me,” he says, smiling at his screen.

      “Sloan! What are you guys saying?”

      “I just told you.” He turns the screen off and slips it into his pocket. He then reaches out and forces my feet under his thighs. “For the record, I like her too.” He pauses. “It’s a good thing to like your future mother-in-law, right?”

      My mouth hangs open. Ryan chokes on the other side of the room.

      “What?” Sloan asks. He’s full on smiling now. He just can’t help himself. “Are you saying you wouldn’t marry me?”

      “Oh. My. God,” I force out. “You are—.”

      “Handsome? Amazing? Sexy? Good in bed?”

      “Crazy,” I tell him. “You’re crazy.”

      “But you are blushing.”

      Alec’s body vibrates underneath me, and I realize he’s chuckling, but trying to hold it back. I glare at him. “Traitor.”

      I push off him and stand in the middle of the room. Alec and Sloan are full on laughing now. Hayes has a small smile on his lips. I turn toward Ryan, who still looks like he’s trying to comprehend what Sloan just said. He’s staring at his friend wide eyed. Apparently, the thought of marriage hasn’t crossed his mind yet.

      Not that it should’ve crossed anyone’s. Fucking Sloan! I rub both hands down my face.

      I could sit on Ryan’s lap. I’m sure he’d let me. I bite my lip. But I have a feeling if I did that, we’d probably both spontaneously combust. With so much uncertainty spiraling around us, sitting with him wouldn’t be relaxing. I’d spend the whole time wondering what he was thinking, and if he liked the feel of me on him.

      I go to sit on the floor, but Alec’s hand shoots out. “Come on. Don’t do that. I’ll make Ivy behave himself.”

      He tugs on my good hand, so I go willingly into his lap again.

      As the football game goes to halftime, I look around. Being here, even in Alec’s lap with the other guys around, feels so normal. It feels good. It’s not the house, it’s my Ballers. The fact that we can just sit here watching a football game, eating and talking mindlessly about what’s going on, spreads a warmth through my chest that I’ve been craving. I know if I walked up to any one of them right now, they’d pull me in for a hug or kiss, they’d wrap their strong arms around me, or maybe even more. They’d accept me. There’s no question of that anymore.

      I have the team I’ve always craved.

      And the likes of Lake and Rhonda won’t fuck it up for me again.
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      When I meet my dad outside for a morning run, Ryan’s there, too. My steps falter for a moment before I recover in time. It’s not that I don’t want him to run with us. I’m just not used to him being a part of our routine.

      “Good morning, Pumpkin,” Dad says, pulling me in to kiss the side of my head. The sun has just come up, so there’s a slight chill in the air that’ll be long gone by the time midday rolls around.

      “Morning,” I say, glancing at Ryan.

      We’re out in front of the big TD on my house. The irony isn’t lost on me. I feel like asking him if he wants to transport it to his new house that way no one’s confused as to where he actually lives now. I’m not sure how far along my parents are in their separation proceedings, but I know they’ve started. I tell myself that making it official really doesn’t change anything because it’s been this way for months now, but there’s still something about an eventual signed piece of paper that will make it all the more real. Something that even the new house hasn’t done.

      Mostly, I think I’m just worried for my mother when we get to that stage.

      “Morning,” Ryan says.

      I smile at him but try not to smile too wide in front of my father. I don’t need him wondering what’s going on between us.

      We start out at a casual jog. I’m watching the ground like a hawk, so that I don’t trip and hurt myself even worse, but there’s no reason I can’t do this. I need to keep myself somewhat in shape before basketball starts. I can’t shoot right now, so this and weight training are all I have.

      Dad and I take our usual route further up the mountain. That way when we come down at the end of our run, it’s a little easier for us. If I really want to torture myself, I do it in reverse. I go down the mountain and then come back up it after I’ve already ran a few miles. It’s pure torture.

      “I heard back from the doctor,” Dad says.

      “Yeah?”

      “He told me everything looks good so far.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “That’s good, Dad.”

      “You’ll be back to normal before you know it, Tess. I know my girl, and I know she’ll do everything in her power to make it happen.”

      His praise tightens the resolve in my stomach. I’ll be ready by the time tryouts roll around. I know it. I was scared shitless when it first happened, but things aren’t as bad as they could’ve been. I mean, they’re not great either. Great would’ve been Lake minding his own fucking business and playing the game like a man, but that’s not what happened.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you guys,” Dad says. A car slows down to pass, so we all move into a single file line before moving back into a group. I exchange a look with Ryan, but it’s apparent he has no idea what my dad’s about to say either. “First day of school is tomorrow. I want game faces on from the beginning.” He stares out in front of us while he’s talking. He feels more like a coach now than my dad. “Work hard. That’s what it all comes down to. Get me your college choices. I’ll do what I can, but it’s ultimately up to you both. Ryan wants to go to State. Have you decided yet, Tessa?”

      Everything feels so overwhelming in that moment. I don’t even know if I’m going to be able to play this season or not, let alone go to college to play.

      “I know you were thinking about State once, too.”

      “State’s still on the table,” I tell him. The truth is, with everything else that’s happened, I haven’t been focused as much on how and when to take the next step.

      “Good,” Dad says. “We’ll probably get interest from colleges soon after the season starts. Ryan, your mom said I can help guide you through this, but it’s up to you. You just let me know.”

      I swallow. Once upon a time, it was just me my dad was worried about, but Ryan deserves to have someone like my dad on his side. He’ll know his best options and just because I know the Ballers have been thinking State since they were little kids doesn’t mean that’s who they should go with. There are so many other factors. Will they get playing time as Freshman? What about the school itself? Are the academics up to par? Teammates?

      Ryan looks to me. I give him a short nod. His gaze moves to my dad who’s sandwiched between us. “I’d like that.”

      “Excellent,” my dad says, smiling. “This is going to be a whirlwind year for you both. Play it smart. And Ryan, I’m counting on you to stick up for my little girl at school when I can’t be there. I don’t want any more of those prissy bitches calling her a skank.”

      “Dad,” I chastise. I don’t know if I’m just shocked he called Rhonda and her friends prissy bitches, or if I’m mad that he thinks I can’t handle it myself.

      “It won’t be a problem,” Ryan says. “The guys and I will handle it.”

      Dad side eyes me. “Colleges don’t want problem people on their teams, Tess. They want the all-American type. Good grades, good personality. We don’t need a reputation you shouldn’t even have getting out into the collegiate world. The colleges interested in you will come out to see you play. Or at least get game tapes. We can’t have those petty girls making trouble for you again.”

      I know he’s right. Sure, we’re not banking on scholarships or anything to pay my way through college, but a basketball scholarship to play at my choice school would feel like a dream come true, whether I need it or not. Knowing Dad, we’ll just pay the money forward. Whatever I get in scholarship money will be rewarded to a female athlete from his scholarship fund in my name. So, the better I do, the more I can help someone who deserves it.

      “I’m glad you guys are on the same team,” Dad says finally. “Work hard. Play smart.”

      Those are my dad’s four favorite words. I’ve been hearing them ever since I was a little girl.

      I look past my dad toward Ryan and see a matching look of fierce determination on his face. I can’t imagine how Ryan’s gotten to be as good as he has. I know my dad has a lot to do with my success. But he—and the other Ballers for that matter—just did it on their own and with regular coaches who probably didn’t give a shit. They at least didn’t give as much of a shit about them as my dad did with me.

      I smile. It’s crazy that they’re all still almost an enigma to me.

      “No secrets this year, either,” Dad says. “If something starts to go down, tell me about it right away. I’ll do whatever I can.” Dad twists his head toward me. “Especially about the bullying. I’m pretty sure I have the principal by the balls on that one, and I don’t mind squeezing if he doesn’t do shit about it this year.”

      My eyebrows disappear into my hairline. My dad’s serious about this. Not that he shouldn’t be, but I haven’t heard him use language like that in front of me…um, ever.

      “The guys and I will take care of it,” Ryan says again.

      His voice is flat, willful. I know he means what he says.

      “Good looking out,” my dad says. “But you know where I am if you need anything.”

      It feels like my dad’s grooming us for the mafia. I don’t know whether to be impressed or concerned. I’m going with impressed for now.

      He’s right. This year is the first big step in our careers. We have to go to the right college. In the Ballers’ cases, they need generous scholarships. If they still want to play for the same team, they have some serious finagling to do.

      There’s one more thing up in the air about that: Alec. What will he decide? What if his baseball dreams take him away from the Ballers? Or from me?

      For the rest of the run, I play it safe. Instead of sprinting the last mile, I stay at the leisurely pace we set from the beginning. My lungs still work though, and my legs are stiff by the time we finish, so I’m feeling good that I did it. The only thing I don’t like is the throbbing in my wrist. As soon as I get back inside the house, I take a pain reliever and head up to the shower. My dad wants me to go over to his house later for lunch. I hate abandoning my mom for my dad, so I told him I wasn’t sure what I was doing.

      I wrap my cast in cellophane and shower, washing the sweat off me so I can enjoy the last day before school starts. By the time I get out, almost every single one of my Ballers has texted me, either asking how I’m doing or asking what I’m up to today. I fall back on my bed, a smile on my face. After unwrapping my cast, I pull clothes on, which is super difficult to do when you don’t have full range of motion of your right arm and wrist. Eventually, though, I’m dressed in a pair of shorts and a tank top before I head downstairs. Before I respond to anyone, I’m going to talk to my mom and see what she has planned for the day.

      I find her in her room. She’s headfirst in the closet, rustling through things. “Hey,” I say, tentatively.

      She starts, yelps, and then backs out. “Jeez, Tess. I thought you were in the shower still.”

      “Sorry,” I smile. I eye the closet. “What are you doing?”

      She lifts her shoulders. “I don’t know. Your father asking for some of his things made me want to go through the closet to see what else I could find. It’s not like he needs anything here anymore.”

      My eyes travel down to the carpet, and I see a box at her feet. It’s already half full. My heart twinges for a moment. “You don’t have to do this, Mom. Do you want me to?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m almost done. It wasn’t bad at all, actually. Kind of freeing. Now when I look in here, all I see is my stuff. I don’t need to be reminded of him every morning when I go to change.”

      I walk up to her and slide my good hand around her waist. “You’re so strong, Mom.”

      She pats my back. “Me? Look at you.”

      I shake my head. “You know what I mean.”

      “Well, it’s no big deal. I’ll start on the other rooms tomorrow. Lissa asked me to go to lunch with her today, so I’ll probably do that.”

      “You should,” I tell her.

      “You won’t care?”

      I shake my head. “Dad asked me to eat lunch with him anyway. I was just waiting around to see what you were up to.”

      Her smile tightens. “You’re such a good girl.” Then, her smile brightens. “I’m glad your dad wants you to spend time with him. I know how important he is to you.”

      “As important as you are to me,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head. “You don’t have to do that, Tess. I know you love me. I know you love your dad. It’s not a competition. Sometime this week we should have a girls’ night. We can order in, I’ll buy some chocolate, and then we can watch movies that make us cry.”

      “The Notebook?”

      “Duh. Of course, The Notebook.”

      I tighten my hold on her. “Sounds perfect.”

      She lets me go, rubbing my shoulder absentmindedly. “Your dad told me what the doctor said. Did he mention anything to you?”

      “Yep. On the run this morning.”

      “Okay, good. Good news, huh?” Her eyes twinkle. “I’m so glad.” Her gaze drops to my cast, but then she lifts it again right afterward. “Soon.”

      “It can’t come soon enough,” I tell her, still thinking about tryouts. I need to make the team again to even hope of getting schools to come look at me.

      She kicks the box she’s been working on further into the closet and then closes the doors. “I better get ready for lunch.”

      “Okay. I’m going to walk over to Dad’s then.”

      “Do you want me to drive you?”

      I shake my head. “No way. I’ll be fine. It’s only a few houses down.” I lean forward to give her a kiss on the cheek. She tells me goodbye and then flops down on the bed as she eyes the closet. I walk away but turn back once I’m out of the room. She looks fine. She actually doesn’t look like she’s about to break down, but there’s still a heaviness in the air that I can’t tell if I’m giving off, or if it’s coming from her.

      She smiles to herself, then gets up. I turn away from the room, travel all the way through the house, and then head outside. Maybe my mother isn’t as bad off as I imagined she would be. I hope not. My mother’s still young and pretty. She could totally rock being single if she wanted to.

      I take a deep breath, eyeing my father’s new mailbox down the street and imagining the set of keys that are waiting for me just inside this new house. Surprisingly, I’m not having that difficult of a time talking myself into going there this afternoon. On my way, I text all the Ballers back and then slip my phone back into my pocket before I walk up the driveway to my dad’s house.
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      Ryan’s mom ushers me out onto the pool patio when I get inside. First, she admonished me about ringing the doorbell though. I’m still worrying over my lip on whether I should’ve just walked inside when I see Ryan lying out by the pool, his trunks low on his waist.

      He pulls his arm away from where it was covering his eyes. When he sees it’s me, he sits up. “Hey.”

      “Um, hey,” I say.

      The late summer weather still holds heat, so where I’m standing in the full rays of the sun, I feel the first trickle of sweat start down my back. To the left, I notice my father has bought a brand new grill. It’s huge and fancy, if a grill can be fancy. Well, if any grill can be fancy, it’s this one.

      “You decided to come over after all?”

      “I just wanted to see what my mom’s plans were,” I tell him, walking over to sit in the lounger next to him. Their pool area is outside, so unless they enclose it, they won’t have full use of it all year.

      His face shadows over. “How’s she doing?”

      “Pretty good, I think,” I tell him, offering him a small smile. I’m still kind of amazed that he thinks about my mother at all. That’s just a testament to the true person Ryan really is. I know he hides it really well sometimes, but he is a good guy. Maybe underneath a chipped suit of armor and a bad attitude, but he’s good. I always thought so, and that’s probably why I never gave up on him, even after he did all those things to me. I cock my head toward the grill. “What’s on the menu?”

      “Your dad said something about chicken…”

      My stomach rumbles instantaneously. My dad’s a tremendous griller. “You’re in for a treat.”

      “So he keeps saying,” Ryan says.

      I laugh at that. My dad’s never been shy about letting other people know what he excels in. “How was your night at the new house?” I ask. I’m pretty sure last night was the first night they slept in it. Ryan’s mom’s house is currently on the market, and I heard my dad say they were wondering if they should put any more money into it to entice a buyer or just sell as-is.

      “Big,” he says.

      “Big?”

      His eyes widen. “Did you see the size of my room? I’m pretty sure it’s three times the size of the room I grew up in.” He shakes his head for a moment. “It’s quiet up here, too. I’m used to hearing street noise and cars driving by at all hours of the night, but I didn’t hear anything until the birds woke up this morning.”

      I’ve talked myself right into an awkward conversation. “That’s good,” I say, because I have zero clue what to say next.

      “Are you nervous about school tomorrow?” he asks.

      I shake my head. There was a time when I fretted over what might happen, but that’s all gone now. “Nah, I have you guys.”

      His gray eyes grasp onto my own. “I told your dad I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, and I meant it.”

      “Do you think Lake…do you think he’s going to try to talk to you guys tomorrow?”

      Ryan looks away, his jaw tightening. “I only heard from him a couple of times. I know he’s not happy about us taking your side, but I don’t think he’s going to try to take it out on you.” He trails off. His words dejected almost despite what he’s saying.

      “You don’t think he’s going to take it out on me, but you’re worried about something else?”

      He lies back in the chair again, throwing an arm over his face. He’s trying to show me that he’s relaxed, but I don’t think he is. Ryan’s ever the Point Guard, the leading man. He worries, he strategizes, he plans. “I think we’re fine. And if we’re not, I think we know exactly how to handle it.”

      “I really need you to promise that you’ll let me in on everything that’s going on, Ryan, okay? I don’t want to be blindsided.”

      He peeks out from underneath his arm. He just stares at me, but he doesn’t have a chance to say anything because my dad comes out of the sliding glass door and claps his hands. “Here we go. About to fire the grill up.”

      Despite the fact that I’m at a different house and that I’m sitting next to Ryan Linc, this feels natural, and I’m actually looking forward to eating with them.

      I stay next to Ryan, talking off and on while my dad cooks, and Leslie sets the patio table. When they call us to dinner, Ryan and I sit right next to one another while my dad and Leslie sit across from us. We dig in and the chicken tastes exactly as I remember. I can’t help but moan. “Mmm, thanks for inviting me over, Dad.”

      “You’re always welcome here,” Leslie says.

      I try to smile for her, but my dad’s doing plenty of that already.

      “It’s too bad about your cast, you could’ve gone swimming with Ryan today.”

      A piece of chicken almost lodges in my throat. I know she’s saying it innocently, I do, but I can’t help but think that it’s not the lack of swimming that’s “too bad,” it’s the fact that I can’t play ball.

      “I didn’t want to swim today anyway,” Ryan says.

      I feel his hand on my leg, and I almost jump at the contact, but make myself relax when I realize that he’s touching me on the downlow. He squeezes my thigh until I look over at him. He gives me a small smile that I think is supposed to be an apology for his mother’s careless choice of words.

      I nod, then look toward my dad and Leslie again. “Are you guys almost unpacked?” I ask, just trying to make conversation.

      “Close,” my dad says. Afterward, Leslie launches into a whole spiel about everything they have left to do. I can imagine changing a whole house is hard. She gives my dad a list of three things he has to remember to do, like call someone to set up an appointment to clean the pool in a few weeks and get someone to fix the leaking faucet upstairs.

      My dad and I exchange a smile like we used to when Mom was rattling off about something. I do it without hesitation, but when I focus on my food again, my stomach drops. It just felt like I replaced my mom in that moment, and I don’t like that feeling at all.

      I’m quiet for the rest of lunch, and I’m pretty sure it’s only Ryan that realizes. He doesn’t have his hand on my leg anymore, but I can feel his eyes on me until Leslie starts clearing the dishes after we’re finished. I pick up my glass of iced tea to bring to my lips. Because my mind is pre-occupied and there’s copious amounts of sweat currently running down the glass, it slips through my fingers and lands upright on my lap. That doesn’t keep the tea from sloshing all over my shirt though. “Shit,” I grumble, before placing the now only quarter full glass of tea back on the table.

      Ryan’s mom looks over. “You should put something on that so it doesn’t stain.” I push my chair back to head inside. “If you don’t want to listen to the constant dripping of the sink, I suggest you use the upstairs bathroom.”

      I smile to myself, then head through the sliding glass door, past the living area, then to the fancy staircase. I don’t remember Dad showing me where the bathroom was on the second floor, but it’s at the end of the hall past Ryan’s room. I kick the door shut behind me and then whip my shirt off to run it under hot water, which isn’t exactly easy to do when I only have one hand that can get wet.

      I’m squeezing the water out when I hear the door handle turn to my left. “I’m in here,” I say.

      The door opens anyway. I’m just about to cover myself up when Ryan slips inside, shutting the door behind him. “I know.”

      My shirt, completely forgotten, drops to the counter. I don’t even think to cover up because Ryan’s seen me in the freaking shower naked for crying out loud. “W-what are you doing?”

      “Making sure you’re okay. You got quiet.”

      I lift my chin in the air. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, then maybe I just wanted an excuse to see you alone.”

      A flush surges over me. I feel it most in my upper chest. It’s like my skin is burning just under the surface. With my shirt off, I’m sure he has a full view of the physical reaction his words give me.

      “Are you going to ask me how I’m doing?”

      “Um…” I hesitate. His gaze is narrowed, and I feel like he’s setting me up for something. “How are you doing?”

      He stalks forward. His gaze rakes over me, stopping on my chest before finally moving to my face. “It’s torture being near you.” He pins me against the sink but grabs me under the thighs and lifts me onto the countertop in one easy motion. He spreads my legs and steps inside. He keeps his hands on either side of me on the counter, leaning in until we’re face-to-face. He’s so close I can see the emotion swirling in his gray eyes. “I wish everyone else would just disappear. I want you on my lap. I want you in my bed. I want you pressed against me.”

      My mouth dries. I just sit there staring at him, my heart beating rapidly in my chest like it’s trying to catch up to the tornado of emotions inside me. He’s watching me, waiting for me to speak, I think, but I can’t concentrate on anything except for the quickly burning fire inside me and the fact that my panties are currently damp, but there are two major problems: my dad and his mom. They’re just downstairs. They’re probably waiting for us to come back down.

      “Spend the night tonight,” Ryan says. He tilts his pelvis forward, so I can feel his erection. “You asked me earlier how I slept last night. Terrible. Terrible because I know you could be in the room across from me, but instead, you’re not. I think about how I could be buried inside you, but instead, I’m wondering which one of the other guys is seeing you at that moment. Are they buried inside you? Are you calling their name?”

      I’m drunk. His words. His dick pressed in just the right place makes me feel like I’m head over heels. But for some reason, all I can focus on is the fact that he thinks I’ve had sex with the others. “I haven’t had sex with any of the others,” I tell him, my voice coming out in breathy wisps.

      He groans and presses his hips forward again. This time I can’t help it, I have to react. My hands come up, slide around his back and press into him as I moan. Already, I’m more turned on than I ever was with my ex when we discussed sex. It’s kind of scary. I don’t know how I’m going to react in bed with Alec, Ryan, Sloan, and Hayes. From what I’ve done with them so far, I know I’m so going to enjoy whatever happens. I’m going to love it. I’m going to want it all the time. I can already picture myself begging Ryan for more.

      And it scares me.

      “Spend the night.”

      I swallow. “I can’t, Ryan.”

      He blinks at me, like he can’t understand why I wouldn’t want hours of alone time in his room sequestered away from both our parents. Or wrapped up in his sheets until the early rays of morning.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I fucking want to,” I breathe. “I just can’t yet, or maybe not ever.” Everything else comes rushing back to me. “I only have one bedroom, Ryan, and that’s at my house. I don’t know that I belong here.”

      He moves away from me, creating some space between us. He reaches up to run his fingers through my hair. “You can sleep in my room. You belong there.”

      Oh fuck. He’s definitely making a case for this. But it’s just something I can’t do yet. Not until my mom gets situated. I can’t imagine what her reaction would be if I tell her I’m spending the night at Dad’s house tonight.

      “Okay, better idea. I—”

      “Ryan, honey, I need your help.”

      Both Ryan and I twist our heads to look at the closed bathroom door. His mother’s voice sounded far away, still down the stairs, but there’s no way we should be in the bathroom together, and definitely not with my shirt off.

      He turns toward me. His hands pull my hips forward on the sink as he darts forward, capturing my lips in a kiss. His kiss is bruising, almost punishing. It has all the pent-up torture he talked about, letting everything in those moments he felt when he couldn’t touch me, couldn’t kiss me, come out in this captive kiss that scrambles my brain. When his mother calls his name again, he pulls away. His pupils are dilated, huge black dots in a storm of gray. “Coming,” he calls back. He slowly straightens, adjusts the massive erection in his pants, and then spins away, leaving me on the countertop as he closes the door.

      I fall back, my head clashing against the mirror and the faucet ramming straight into my back. Holy shit. I shudder in a breath, like with it, I can regain some sort of normalcy in my life instead of getting turned on by getting accosted in the bathroom by my dad’s girlfriend’s son. I shake those thoughts away though.

      Ryan Linc was mine first.

      He was always mine. Even when he made me believe he wasn’t.
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      Before I left his house the previous night, my dad pulled me aside and asked me to get to their house early the next morning. They’re giving Ryan his car right before school starts. It feels nice to be included in this. So, the next morning, I tell Mom Ryan is driving me to school instead of my dad, and I don’t want to be late. I give her a kiss on the cheek and then walk the little ways up the hill to their house, texting my dad that I’ll be there soon.

      I hesitate near the door. His mom chastised me for just not walking in the previous day, so today, I walk in, but yell out, “I’m here,” as I do so. I don’t even know if anyone is waiting for me or not, but I walk in anyway. I hear dishes clanking in the kitchen, so I head that way and find Ryan and his mom there. Ryan’s eyebrows are raised when he sees me, but I just shrug. I’m sure they’ve told him I can’t drive myself to school anymore, so one of them is giving me a ride.

      My dad comes in through the side door that leads out to the garage. He has a special glint to his eye this morning that makes me smile at him. The fact that he’s generous with his money is one of my favorite things about him. “Hey, Tess,” he says. “Ready for your first day of senior year?”

      Maybe most teenagers are excited about the prospect of leaving high school, and I am, but maybe not for the same reasons. It’s not the end of anything at all. I still have four more years of college to get through after this year, and even though it is sort of exciting, there’s so much more for me to do that I’m not quite feeling the excitement this day should bring. I nod instead of saying all that though. I’m probably the only person not excited this morning; however, the thought of seeing my Ballers all day excites me. On the flip side, I’m also bound to see Lake at some point today, and no one wants that.

      “Well, if you guys are ready…,” Dad says, “…let’s go.”

      Ryan stands from the table, brushes his hands off, and then grabs his bag as we follow his mom and my dad out to the garage. When we step out, I see that my dad has opened the garage doors now. Light spills in, but instead of stopping at the other two cars in the garage, he keeps going. In front of me, Ryan hesitates.

      “Come on,” Dad says, waving to us. “I thought you could drive this car today, Ryan.”

      Ryan’s brows pull together. I can’t keep the smile from pulling my lips apart. When he looks over at me, though, I force my lips into a thin line and shrug again, pretending I don’t know what’s going on. I have no idea if I’m convincing or not, but when we walk out into the driveway, and I see an older, yet still relatively new Jeep Wrangler, with a huge red bow on it, my smile comes back. I watch Ryan for his reaction. He stops in his tracks. I keep moving, so I can look at his face. His eyes are wide. “What-what’s this?”

      Leslie puts an arm around my dad. “Tim and I thought you could use your own ride this year.” It’s clear she’s pleased. She’s beaming from ear-to-ear like a proud parent who’s so happy she could do this for her kid.

      My stomach twists a little. The only thing she’s done is fuck my dad. I shake my head. That’s a petty thought. I really am okay with this.

      Ryan looks over at me, then back at his mom and my dad. His face morphs into the marble-like, impenetrable skin that Ryan Linc likes to put on. “I can’t accept this.”

      My mouth drops. My dad’s head rears back. “Of course you can. I bought it for you. —We bought it for you.”

      Still, Ryan shakes his head, peeking at me from the corner of his eye. “It’s just…it’s not right. I appreciate it though.”

      “Ryan,” I say. I start to move toward him, but he steps away.

      “We got to get to school. Um…” he turns, looking for the other vehicles. He won’t even look at the Jeep anymore.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. A flutter of nerves starts in my stomach. He won’t accept the vehicle because of me. At least, I think so.

      “Ryan,” Leslie says. Her face has gone from super excited to the most disappointment I’ve ever seen from her. “It’s okay. You can accept this.”

      He shakes his head. “I can’t.

      She takes a step forward, and he takes a step back. “Ry.”

      “Mom, please,” he says. Emotion colors his face. Eyes glassy, he looks away from everyone. He pulls his bookbag up on his shoulder and then walks coolly back into the house.

      We all just watch him go until his mom goes running after him, sending my father an apologetic look. When they’re both gone, my dad’s shoulders deflate. He swallows, placing the keys he had outstretched in his hand on the hood. Looking up at me, he shrugs. “Let’s get you to school, Pumpkin.”

      We both get in his SUV. He backs it out of the driveway and maneuvers around the barely used Jeep Wrangler in the driveway. It really is a nice car. It’s a dark green. The doors and top are currently off it. I know Jeep now has newer models, but for the shape this is in, I’m sure my dad got a good deal. Ha. Timothy “The Real Deal” Dale always gets a good deal.

      We’re quiet as Dad drives me down the mountain to Rockport. My mind’s on Ryan, and if I weren’t with my dad, I’d be texting him right now to see if he’s okay. When we hit the city limits, Dad says, “I’m sure he’ll be fine.” I think he’s saying it more for himself than for me.

      “I’m sure he will,” I say. I shift uncomfortably in my seat. My cast is hot today, and underneath, the skin is itchy. “I think it was just a little too overwhelming for him. There’s been a lot of changes lately.” My dad turns to look at me. “Not that they’re not good changes,” I tack on. “It’s just. I don’t know. It’s probably a lot. And I don’t think Ryan is used to getting nice things like that.”

      “Did he tell you this?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “I haven’t really talked to him about any of it, I was just saying maybe that’s why he said he couldn’t accept it. Maybe he thinks you’re doing too much.”

      My dad rubs his chin, then makes the right-hand turn into the school. He pulls up to the main doors before stopping. “Maybe I overstepped.”

      I reach my hand out to touch his forearm. “I don’t think it’s that, Dad. Maybe Ryan’s the kind of kid that wants to earn his stuff. Maybe just ask him what it will take to get him to accept it. Maybe he wants to work it off, so he doesn’t feel like he owes you something.”

      I’m really just talking out of my ass, but I’m putting myself in Ryan’s shoes and trying to think what I would feel if my mom all of a sudden found an ultra-rich boyfriend who kept buying me things. It seems like it would be fun, but I don’t know. I think it would make me feel squirmy. Maybe that’s what Ryan’s feeling right now. He’s also probably worried about what I think. In the beginning, I was pretty adamant that I wasn’t happy about this situation.

      My dad lays his hand over mine. “Maybe so. I’ll talk to him.” He pats my hand. “Have a good first day. Keep in touch so I know if you have a ride home or not.”

      “I’m sure I can find a ride, Dad. Don’t worry about it.”

      With that, I use my good hand to open the car door and step out. When I do, Hayes is right there. My dad doesn’t side eye him as much anymore. I don’t know if it’s because he’s getting used to his presence, or if it’s because he hasn’t seen us hold hands in a while. Hayes actually waits until my dad pulls out of the parking lot to place his arm around my shoulder. “Ryan texted me to make sure you were okay.”

      I want to roll my eyes. Of course, he did. “Did Ryan tell you if he was okay?”

      Hayes cocks his head at me. “He didn’t mention that, no. Why? Is something wrong?”

      I just shrug in answer. Maybe Ryan doesn’t want anyone knowing what’s going on, and it’s not like I can answer for him anyway. I honestly thought he would be happy about the car. I certainly didn’t think he’d react like that.

      When Hayes realizes I’m not going to say anything, he says, “I missed you yesterday.”

      My cheeks heat. Who would have thought the tall, seemingly indifferent one could be so sweet?

      I bite down on my lip to keep from smiling too much. Up ahead, a girl squeals, which draws my attention that way. The doors to the school loom in front of us. It reminds me how much I went through last school year. The Baller Bitches, the Ballers themselves when they wanted to torment me, or maybe most of all, when they completely ignored me like I didn’t even exist even though I was forced in front of them every day during basketball season.

      My heart gallops in my chest. Nerves fire inside me. Hayes’s presence definitely helps. I know no one will fuck with me while he’s at my side, and if they do—because they have a death wish or something—he’ll make sure everything will end fine.

      There’s just one wild card though: Lake. I don’t know how he’s going to react in school today. Will he target me? Will he leave me alone? And what role will my Ballers play in all of this? I know they’re on my side now. Of that, I don’t have any doubt, but I worry about them, too, now that they’ve sided with me. What’s in store for them when we walk through those doors? Will the kings of the school fall?

      A hand slides coolly around my injured arm. I start for a moment before I hear Dawn’s voice in my ear. “Chin up, babe. Look who you’re walking into school with.”

      She’s not talking about herself. She’s talking about Hayes. Dawn’s pretty much Team Hayes at this point since I’ve gone into more detail about everything. She knows I’m pretty much seeing all of them, and she’s wondering when the hell that’s going to blow up in my face.

      I’m hoping never. The Ballers said they like to share. I hope they really meant it.

      David’s on her other side. He and Hayes give each other the what’s up nod without exchanging words.

      I stare back at the doors, and we move forward. Even with just the four of us here, I feel calmer about taking that first step into school. I also know there’s at least Sloan and Alec somewhere in these halls that have my back now too. When, or if, Ryan shows up, he’ll be there for me as well. It’s not Dawn and I against RHS anymore.

      When we walk inside, I swear it’s like a movie. Fog recedes, the halls go quiet. Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating, but people notice, and it is dramatic. One girl does a doubletake as Hayes slides his arm around me, then leans over and kisses the side of my head. A few guys look me up and down. One of them is a guy who asked me to the homecoming dance last year as a joke because the Ballers told him to.

      It doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t think people understand what it’s like to have someone who used to not be on your side, be on your side now. I feel like the fucking queen of RHS as I walk toward my locker, Hayes nodding at others, and some of our teammates saying what’s up.

      They’re looking now. They’re paying attention. I’m not just another face in the hall they were mind warped into hating.

      When we get to my locker, Sloan’s there. He’s got his eye-catching smirk on his face as he pushes away from the wall. He gives Hayes knuckles, and then turns his full attention toward me. “What’s up, Daddy’s Girl?”

      I feel alive. I feel on fire. The flirtatious look on his face, the sparkling in his eyes just does something to me. When he stops in front of me, I walk right up to him and move up to my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. It’s Sloan who takes it too far though. Not that I should be surprised. A few whistles sound as he devours my lips like he’s been starving for days and I’m the only sustenance he needs to quench his hunger.

      We pull away, finally, but Sloan doesn’t let me go. He slides his fingers through my hair and leans toward my ear. “My fucking God, Tessa. It’s not nice to give me a boner this early in the morning. Now I’ll be thinking about you all day.”

      “You weren’t thinking about me already?” I tease.

      He groans, and the hair on the back of my neck stands at attention. “Torture…”

      The word careens into my brain, stalling there. It’s exactly what Ryan told me yesterday. They’re right. This is all pure torture.

      Behind us, Dawn says, “Well, that’s a way to make an entrance.”

      I smile and bite down on my lower lip.

      “Come on, Bitch,” she says, poking me in the side. “We have to get to class.”

      The great thing about this year: During every period, at least Dawn or one of my Ballers is in class with me. I’m not alone anymore.
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      Since we’re Seniors, we can eat outside on the school grounds for lunch this year. We take advantage, snagging a picnic table around the back of the building. I’ve yet to have a Lake sighting all day, which is making me more confident as the hours of school pass by at a glacial place. People talk to me during classes, asking me about my arm. The same ones who didn’t give a shit about me last year are acting all concerned about how it’s going to affect basketball.

      I also don’t see Ryan until lunch. The class I have with him isn’t until the latter half of the day, so when he shows up, looking every bit his normal self, I’m only partially shocked. He does avoid my gaze though, which makes me nervous. I hope to hell he’s not mad at me because my dad wanted to buy him a car. I keep trying to catch his eye, but he doesn’t give in. Dawn and David eat lunch with us, so when we’re not talking basketball, we’re talking about football with David. Well, the guys are talking about basketball and football. Dawn, who looked like she was going to keel over from boredom, snagged me in a conversation about her parents grounding her because she stayed out too late with David one night this last week.

      While she’s complaining about her lack of privacy being unfair, one word catches my attention. Maybe it wouldn’t have, but I’m pretty sure Ryan just said the words “party” and “my house” in the same sentence. I flick my gaze toward him. He’s talking with David, telling him to invite his teammates. I know Dawn’s talking to me at the same time, but I interrupt her, “Wait. What’s going on?”

      Ryan doesn’t look at me at first. I swear Hayes has my moods dialed in because he moves closer to me on the bench. Sloan’s eyes go wide like he’s not touching that question with a ten-foot pole. It’s Alec who says, “Party at…um, Ryan’s house this weekend.”

      “Oh,” I say, taken aback. That’s exactly what I thought he said. Ryan’s house is my dad’s house, though, and I’ve never thought about throwing a party at my house. Well, one because I used to go to Broadwell, and we didn’t really throw parties like that. Or maybe I’m all wrong. Maybe he’s not talking about a high school party the way I’m thinking he means a high school party. “What kind of party?”

      Ryan finally shifts in his seat to turn toward me. “My mom and your dad are going away this weekend. Something about some press thing your dad has to do for his scholarship fund.”

      My face heats. No one told me about this.

      “He just found out this morning,” Ryan tacks on quickly.

      I can’t tell why I’m so pissed. Is it because he’s planning a party at my dad’s house when I never had the gall to do something like that? Or is it because this is the first I’m hearing about it? The more I think about it, there’s another reason mixed in there too. Not only do I have to make nice with some of these jackasses in school even though they treated me like shit last year, I also have to make nice with them in my dad’s house. “So, you’re inviting a lot of people?”

      He snickers like I’m being ridiculous. “It’s a party, Tessa. Of course I’m inviting a lot of people.”

      I push my tray away. “Oh, sorry. I’ve never been to a party before, you know, since I was a social fucking pariah last year because of you guys, so excuse me if I don’t understand how this whole thing works.”

      His eyes blaze. I’ve struck a chord with him, but I don’t care. Why is it always a back and forth with Ryan and me? Why can’t he just be the same guy he was in the bathroom last night?

      Dawn snickers next to me. I’ve no doubt she loved every single thing about what I just said. She might dislike Ryan the most. He is the one who made the creed that I was nothing my first day here last year.

      Ryan turns away, saying nothing. His jaw ticks, but there’s no way he’s as angry with me as I am at him. He should’ve said something to me. He should’ve come to talk to me when he got to school considering how he left things earlier. Instead, he comes waltzing into school like everything is fine. And don’t get me started on the fact that he, again, knew what my dad’s plans were before me.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” Dawn says, jerking her head away from the picnic table.

      I get up with her, and Hayes immediately gets up too.

      “Settle down, Ice Man,” she says playfully. “I got her.”

      He hesitates. I can tell he really wants to come with us, but when I look down at the table, he’s not even done with his meal yet. I put my hand on his shoulder. “Finish eating. I’ll be fine.”

      Dawn and I walk away, and when I turn to look, no one’s following us, though Hayes still isn’t eating, his glare is just burrowing a hole into our backs.

      “Let’s go inside,” I tell her. I know he’ll keep looking at us as long as we’re within eyesight.

      She pulls the side door of the school open, and we go inside. “What is his fucking problem?” Dawn asks straight away. “You keep saying you kissed at camp, but I don’t see it. He might not be picking on you right now, but he also doesn’t look like he likes you very much. And what kind of an asshole just declares that he’s having a party in your dad’s house? Holy shit. The nerve of him.”

      “I guess it’s his house now, too.” She’s pretty much said everything I was thinking, but she says it with so much ferocity that I realize some of it is unfounded, or maybe I just have this weird thing where I like to stick up for Ryan Linc even when I’m mad at him.

      “So,” Dawn says right away. “He could have fucking told you what his plans were.”

      She does have a point there, but it’s not like I’d seen him after this morning either. Instead of saying that, I just bite the inside of my cheek and look away. Ryan said we had shit to work out, and he wasn’t fucking wrong. We need to be having that conversation sooner rather than later before he pisses me off at school again in front of the whole table.

      I stop short when I realize where she’s leading me. She turns back around and looks over her shoulder. “Come on, I need a pudding. I’m internalizing your stress and need chocolate.”

      I lift an eyebrow at her. “You’re internalizing my stress?”

      “Don’t judge me,” she says. “I just need pudding, okay?”

      I roll my eyes but follow her into the crowded lunchroom anyway. She heads right to the service line, grabs one chocolate pudding, and when we’re waiting in line to pay for it, I hear screams of laughter coming from the middle of the room. When I turn, I don’t see anything at first, but then the crowd parts a little. I move forward, curious because people are dying laughing at this point. Then I see it. A blow-up doll. But not just any blow-up doll. This one is wearing one of my basketball jerseys.

      My jaw clamps down as I see Rhonda taking the hands of the doll and rubbing them all over its own chest. “Oooh,” she shouts with feigned innocence. “You guys are getting me so hot.”

      My fucking jersey.

      I see red.

      I move forward, Dawn calling my name behind me. I push past people until I’m in the middle of the crowd that’s gathered around the blow-up doll scene. Rhonda slowly turns. Her eyes are positively glacial as she appraises me. To her right sits Lake, his face beet red with laughter. Next to him is his kid brother at the lunch table the Ballers shared last year. Everything is the same except four out of the five Ballers aren’t there. There are girls at the table, too, hanging off the guys who are sitting there now. Even River has one I don’t recognize, so I’m sure it’s the prettiest girl from his Freshman class judging by her outfit and attention to makeup.

      “Oh, you’re here,” Rhonda says. She moves the blow-up doll to the table next to Lake. She turns the doll’s head to stare at me. “Good. Because I forgot, just how many dicks are you fucking right now?”

      She smooshes the doll’s head into the table. There are three hot dogs lined up in front of the doll, complete with ketchup and mustard. Rhonda pushes her face into each one, moving it around until there’s ketchup and mustard all over the doll’s face.

      “I say three, but Lake thinks four.” She lowers her voice to a French whisper. “I don’t think Ryan’s going anywhere near your cunt. He’s already had the best,” she winks.

      Everything happens so fast; it doesn’t dawn on me to retaliate until I’m already moving. I launch myself at her. Her eyes widen until I manage to push her away with my good hand and grab the doll from her fingers. I yank my jersey from its plastic body and shove the doll back at her.

      I’m so fucking furious I’m shaking. “You’re just sad,” I say. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you at all. You should go back to being a raving bitch.”

      She stalks toward me. Dawn’s not having any of that though. She moves forward, stepping just enough in front of me to shield me from whatever wrath Rhonda was planning.

      “You think I’m jealous?” Rhonda asks. “You forget I’ve had all of them before. Have fun with my sloppy seconds. None of them are worth—”

      “Watch it,” Lake says from behind her.

      My eyebrows rise. I glare just behind her at Lake who’s lounging at the table now like nothing big is happening. Like every day someone brings a blow-up doll into the school and pretends to eat dick with it.

      Rhonda shakes his warning off. “They’ll come back eventually.”

      With a grin, I step forward, inching Dawn to do the same. “I don’t think they will. There’s one difference between you and me. They had to work for it with me. They don’t have to work for it with you.”

      A loud laugh erupts from my right. Rhonda looks over and narrows her eyes. I refuse to look away from her though. I know the laugh belongs to a female, but I don’t know who it is yet.

      The skin underneath my cast itches. Part of it’s having the damn cast on and part of it is because I really want to punch her in her smug little face. The problem is, doing that would only hold me back from my goals.

      “Have fun with your blow-up doll,” Dawn says, then she turns. I follow her lead and leave with her.

      The lunch crowd parts for us as we walk away. When I look over my other shoulder, I see Christie there. She nods at me, and I smile at her. She must’ve been the one to laugh at little miss bitch face.

      When we leave the cafeteria, the side door opens, and the Ballers walk in. They take one look at me and scowls form on their faces. “What happened to you?” Alec asks, rushing forward. His gaze drops to my shirt. When I look down, I realize I’ve gotten ketchup and mustard all over me. Shit.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      I look over at Christie. “Thanks for that in there. I’ll see you around.”

      “See you around.”

      I walk past them and go into the nearest bathroom as I hear Dawn giving David the rundown of what happened after he asked. The first thing I do when I get into the bathroom is start rinsing my jersey. It also has red and yellow condiments all over it from me yanking it off the doll’s head. That’s probably how the front of my shirt got all messed up too. After I squeeze the water out, I start on my shirt, using paper towels to get out as much as I can. When I’m done, there’s a ring of damp on my shirt, but at least it’s better than dried on ketchup and mustard.

      The bell rings overhead, so after checking my face in the mirror, I walk out. The Ballers are all there. Sloan has my bag on his shoulder while he’s carrying only one notebook around for himself. They all eye me when I step toward them, but I just head right past them, going to my next class.

      Other than the fact that everyone else was laughing at Rhonda’s little charade, what she did didn’t bother me. I know she’s jealous, and I also know that she’s just a terrible person. What she does doesn’t matter to me. Now, the fact that she used my basketball jersey pisses me the fuck off. Those things are special. They’re everything to me because they represent what I’ve always wanted.

      One of these days, I’m going to have all my jerseys throughout the years encased just like my dad, freezing my greatest moments in time.

      As long as this jersey doesn’t stain, I think I’ll use this one to remind myself of how strong I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day goes by without a hitch. In gym class, I have to sit out because of my wrist, so I’m only a little surprised when Coach Bradley walks up to me while I’m sitting on the floor, watching the other girls warm up. “You got a second, Dale?”

      I look up at him, my stomach suddenly in knots. I know my dad’s already spoken to him about what happened, but I’m just worried how I’m going to react if he asks me about my break. “Sure.”

      He calls out to Miss Lyons that he’s taking me into his office. She waves to let him know she’s heard him, and then we walk out into the hallway and then into a small office outside the glass doors to Timothy Dale Court.

      The air seems thick when I settle into the chair across from his desk. He plops down, throwing his leg over his knee as he looks at me. His gaze drops to my wrist too, then back up to my face. “I’m sorry about your injury, Tessa.”

      “Me too,” I say meekly.

      “I also want to apologize for not having your back last year like I should have. I don’t think I handled everything that went down last year the right way. Several of your teammates have come to me over the past week or so to tell me what an asset you are to the team.”

      My eyes bulge out of my head. Several? I can guess which several came to talk to him.

      “I don’t need to talk about your wrist because your dad sends me regular updates about that. I’m hoping it’ll be fine in time for tryouts, but if it isn’t, I want you to know that I’ll take that into account when deciding on the team this year. I know it’ll heal eventually.”

      I swallow the sudden lump in my throat. I’m glad he’s so optimistic. Sometimes I find it hard to be. Who knows what will happen when I get this damn cast off? Sometimes I have nightmares about being disfigured when they finally remove the cast, and then the doctor solemnly tells me there’s no way I can play basketball for the rest of my life.

      “I do want to talk about the problem we had with your anti-cheering section in the stands last year. I’ve spoken to the principal about it and we’ve worked out a plan. If you make the team again and the same thing happens, we will take action immediately because even though it’s not technically during school hours, they are on school property, so the Code of Conduct is still in place. We won’t put up with it.”

      “That’s good to hear,” I say, thinking back to what just happened at lunch. Someone needs to do something about Rhonda and her crew. They’re out of control.

      “Part of this will be on you, too. If I don’t see anything, you need to speak up. I can promise you there will be consequences, but if it all happens behind closed doors and no one says anything, it won’t get better. You understand?”

      “I do,” I tell Coach. “And I’ll say something.” If the Bitches get stopped and the Ballers are on my side, this could make for a very great year for me. Lake will be outnumbered no matter what, but this is all providing I make the team anyway.

      “That goes for anything that happens. During school, too. I have a hard time believing they just wait until the basketball games to do this.” I squirm in my chair. Coach Bradley hesitates. He lifts a knowing eyebrow. “Did something happen?” Just the way he says it makes me think he already knows what happened.

      I clear my throat. My heart starts pounding in my chest. “Yes. During lunch today.”

      “Out with it, Dale. I’m going right to the principal’s office with this. These students need to be punished for what they’re doing to others.”

      My cheeks turn pink. I can feel the rush of humiliation for having to tell this to my coach. I want Coach to think of me as a great basketball player, not the girl he has to save during the school year because people won’t leave her alone. “It’s kind of embarrassing,” I tell him, staring into my lap.

      He brings out a pad of paper and a pen, poising the pen over the other before glancing up at me.

      I take a deep breath. “Rhonda Kyle had a blow-up doll. She’d put my jersey on it.”

      His cheeks turn pink, too, but then he turns his face toward the desk to write down what I’m saying. “She asked me how many dicks I’ve had.”

      His writing stalls for a moment before starting up again.

      “She had three hot dogs in front of the blow-up doll on the table in the cafeteria, then shoved the blow-up doll, with my jersey on it, down into the hot dogs. I think you can figure out what that means without me having to explain it.”

      “Yes,” he says, rushed. “Yes, I get it.” He writes for a little while longer then looks up at me again. “Do you know how she got your jersey?”

      Lake’s face pops into view. It had to have been him. Unless she broke into the gym or the coach’s office. I run a hand down my face. “I can’t say for sure. Do you want me to say who I think got it for her regardless if he plays for you or not?”

      His eyes turn hard. “Even more so if he plays for me, Dale.”

      “Lake O’Brien,” I tell him. “I don’t have any proof, but he was right next to Rhonda as she did all this.”

      He writes his name down on the pad. His expression didn’t change. He had to have thought it was Lake, too. It’s not as if Lake tried to keep quiet about how much he disliked me last year. There were times at practice, at tryouts, too. “I’ll be having a talk with Lake,” Coach Bradley says.

      A sense of vindication swallows me, but at the same time, Coach Bradley isn’t as innocent in this as he’s trying to make himself out to be. He was there when everything was happening last year, and sometimes non action is just as bad as acting in the wrong way. He did nothing. I hope he does do something this year, but the jury is still out. I’m not going to hold my breath, that’s for sure.

      Coach Bradley leans back in his office chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “I want you to stick close to Hayes this year. I think he— Well, he cares, Tessa, and I’m not sure he’s cared about anything in a long time.”

      My gaze automatically narrows. It seems like he knows something about Hayes and me, but how the hell would he know? “Um, okay.”

      He sits back upright immediately. “Alright, get back to class.”

      I stand from the seat and head for the office door. Pulling it open, I pause when Coach Bradley calls out.

      “If you want, I can ask Miss Lyons if you can do something for me during gym. It’s not like you can participate for at least the next month.”

      “Okay, yeah,” I say. “That would be cool. Let me know.”

      He nods once, then I turn to leave again. When I step out into the hallway, my mind is on Hayes and how Coach Bradley seemed to know something about him…but also something about him and I. I didn’t realize Hayes and the coach were that close. Though, someone must have asked him to drive them to camp last year. I’d completely forgotten about that.

      I go back to Gym and sit mindlessly until the minutes tick down toward the end of the day. I didn’t realize how much I would loathe doing nothing. When class finishes, I head out to my locker to grab my bag only to find Ryan there, casually leaning next to it.

      I ignore him while I spin the lock, take my books out, and then pull my bag back up onto my shoulder.

      “I thought I could drive you home,” Ryan says, almost softly. At least with the end-of-the-day rumpus laughter echoing around us, it seems like he’s speaking low.

      “With what?” I ask.

      “My Jeep,” he says.

      I twist to face him, then cock my head without saying a word.

      He sighs. “I had a talk with your dad. If you want, I’ll enlighten you on our way home.”

      “To my house, you mean?”

      His jaw sets. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go, Tess. Are you coming?”

      I nod then. When I turn, he peels my bag off me and starts to walk away. At first, I glare at his back, but then it turns into a smile. Ryan’s holding my bag for me…at school. It’s kind of a statement. I hurry up next to him, and when we walk out, we find the other Ballers next to his new-to-him Jeep Wrangler. The sides are still off, the top is down. Sloan whistles when he sees us approach. “Someone’s moving up in the world.”

      “I told him I’d pay him back,” Ryan growls.

      Sloan laughs. “I’m talking about walking out of school with this girl, asshole.”

      When I peek at Ryan, his cheeks are flaming, the red creeping up the side of his face and into his hairline. At least I know how he’s driving the Jeep now.

      “Are we doing anything?” Alec asks. He’s facing me, his green eyes warm and inviting.

      “Not us,” Ryan says. He must mean just me and him because he throws my bag into the back of the Jeep and then helps me into the passenger seat. “We have things to discuss.”

      Sloan’s brows rise. “What about us?”

      Ryan leans toward his friend’s ear and says something. I shrug at Alec who’s still looking at me. Then, I pass over Hayes who looks like he doesn’t want me out of his sight again after what happened at lunch.

      “You’ll take the rest of these guys home?” Ryan asks Sloan when he backs away from him.

      “Yeah, I got ‘em,” Sloan says. “Bye, Daddy’s Girl.”

      Ryan hops up into the driver’s seat and starts it. It turns over easily, even though it’s much different than my Mustang. With a short wave, he pulls out of the school and points the car toward home. I’m still perturbed with him, but I don’t deny that I like the looks we get when I roll out of school in Ryan Linc’s new car. He ignores all the people who wave to him, and then starts to relax once we hit the streets of Rockport.

      Despite the fact that he said he would tell me everything, he doesn’t say a word until he pulls up to my house. I wait in the seat, wondering if he’s going to say anything at all. It isn’t until I reach for my bag in the back that his hand slides over my arm. “I’m sorry about this morning. I was shocked. I didn’t know how to act, and I certainly didn’t mean to make anyone mad, but taking this car felt wrong.”

      I stop moving, and then stare up at him. His gray eyes are like steel as he recounts things from his point of view that morning. “I’m sorry you felt that way. My dad just wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “I know,” he says, annoyance lacing his words. “When he got back from taking you to school, we talked about it. I just told him it wasn’t right. I don’t know, it’s hard for me to explain. I don’t want you upset. I also don’t want to feel like I owe anyone anything.”

      “I’m not upset.”

      “He told me that, but it’s not you, really.” Ryan swallows. “I’m not used to my mom staying with one guy for very long, okay? It’s like a whirlwind of things lately, and I’m just wondering when the bottom is going to drop out. Soon, we’ll be moving out of this nice house and have to find another place to live because they’re selling our old house. Then, I’ll have to give the car back, too.”

      I just stare at him. I don’t know what to say exactly. I know my dad had said before that Ryan didn’t have the best of childhoods. Maybe this was what he was talking about. Maybe his mom had other boyfriends before, and they just didn’t work out. That’s why he doesn’t want to accept anything.

      “I’m sure my dad wouldn’t make you give the car back. It’s a gift.”

      Ryan shakes his head. “It’s not a gift anymore. We worked out a payment plan. Something that I can afford now, and then I’ll be able to pay back more once I start making real money.”

      I bite my lip as I look at him. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I’m not taking advantage of your father. Not because of him, and not because of you. If all this comes crumbling down, I want to still be on good terms with both of you despite what else might happen.”

      “Why do you think—?”

      “It’s happened before. Okay, Tessa?” His voice is hard, like slivers of ice. After a few moments, he melts. “Just trust me on this, okay? It’s better this way.”

      I slide my hand over his arm. He tenses briefly. I almost peel my hands back, but I don’t. I leave them there, tension and all. I can’t keep doing this push and pull thing with him.

      “I’m also sorry for not telling you about the party. I’m not fucking perfect, Tess. In fact, I’m the opposite. So, if you’re thinking now that I’ll be some ideal boyfriend, you’ve got it all wrong.”

      My breath catches in my chest. “Boyfriend?”

      “One of, I guess. Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

      He turns to look at me, a challenge in his stare.

      “Yes, that’s what we’re doing,” I say. My voice is firm. This is what I want. All of them.

      He turns his hand around and interlaces our fingers. “I have to go help my mom with the house.”

      “Okay. Avery gave us fucking homework, so I better go figure out how I’m going to do that with only one good arm.”

      His other hand moves up to cup my face. “See you soon.”

      “Yeah. See you soon.”

      I pull my bag around from the front and then step out of the Jeep. Once I’m safely on the ground, I turn back toward him. “I think Coach Bradley is going to deal with the shit Rhonda pulled today.”

      “Good,” Ryan says. “I saw Hayes talking to him afterward, so I’m not surprised.”

      “Yeah, that’s weird, right? I didn’t know they were so close.”

      Ryan laughs, then he gives me a crazy look. “Yeah, I mean they only live together, why would they be?”

      My eyebrows shoot up.

      Ryan’s face twists. “You knew that, right?”

      “Oh yeah,” I say, trying to cover my tracks. “Of course I knew that. Why wouldn’t I?” I step back, my skin buzzing. “See you, Ryan.”

      He waves, and then pulls around the loop to leave. My head’s spinning just like the tires on the Wrangler. How the fuck did I not know that Hayes lives with Coach Bradley? Are his parents there too? Where are his parents?
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      My eyes keep going out-of-focus as I stare at my homework. The words blur together. It’s difficult as hell to try to focus on anything. It’s part worry about doing all the homework in front of me with a jacked-up wrist, but I also have Hayes’s face swirling through my brain. I’m a little hurt he didn’t tell me he lived with Coach Bradley. I’m also feeling a lot stupid that I had no idea he lived with Coach. How could I not know?

      I keep staring at my cell phone, trying to avoid it, but it’s like it’s calling my name. Fuck it. I throw my pen down then pick my cell phone up. Without second guessing, I bring up Hayes’s contact information and shoot him a text. Can you come over?

      I bite my nails as I wait for his response. I know it’s a tall order to ask. He doesn’t have a car. I know he’ll have to ride his bike. I’d go pick him up if I could, but I can’t drive right now either. I could probably go to town and back without anything going wrong, but my mother would be furious.

      Finally, after what feels like a year has gone by, a text comes through. On my way.

      I grin at that. Then, I feel terrible that I’m making him ride here. But I need to talk to him. If my mom can’t drive him home later, maybe Ryan can. I shut my textbook then head downstairs. Mom is in the pool, so I sit on a lounger, waiting for her to notice that I’m there. The lounger creaks and her eyes fly open. “Jeez, Tess,” she says, placing her hand over her heart. She takes a hard breath. “What are you doing?”

      “Hayes is coming over. Is that okay?”

      She smirks. “Hayes is already coming over, but now you’re asking permission?”

      I shrug. “I guess so. You don’t care, do you?”

      She shrugs in return. “No, I’m happy you have friends now. Will he stay for dinner?”

      “Maybe. I didn’t ask him.”

      “Ask him when he gets here. I was going to order Chinese, so I’ll order enough for him if he wants to stay.”

      She asks me about my school day after that, and I, of course, leave out the fact that Rhonda Kyle was a complete vapid bitch to me. I tell her that I talked to Coach, and she listened intently to that. About fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rings. I get up and start to sprint through the house. “If you’re going to your room, keep the door open,” she yells after me.

      “Mom,” I yell back, my voice disbelieving. I mean, not that the idea wouldn’t have crossed my mind, but I’m not sure I could even do anything with a guy with my mom downstairs. I don’t know. I’ve never been in that position before.

      I whip the door open and Hayes Irving stands on the other side. His features are drawn in. He checks me as if he’s looking for the slightest bit of ailment I could have.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hi.”

      I step back, gesturing toward my house. When he doesn’t immediately move, I grab his hand and pull him in. He comes easily. I know my mom’s in the pool, so I stand at the bottom of the stairs and yell to her that Hayes and I are going to my room, only hoping she doesn’t call out again about keeping the door open. Hayes yells out, “Hi, Mrs. Dale.”

      “Hello, Hayes,” she calls back.

      I drag him up the stairs with a fierce grip. I take him into my room and shut the door partway closed. After I let his hand go, I turn. He’s staring at everything in my room. It dawns on me then that none of them have ever seen the inside of my room. The last time they were all here, we were all on okay terms, but we weren’t on ‘hey, let’s go hangout in my room’ terms.

      “I’ve never been in a girl’s room before,” he says, his lip pulling up on one side.

      He’s got the most adorable swoop to his dirty blond hair right now. It still has a copper tinge from the summer sun. His blue eyes sweep toward me when I take his hand again and lead him to the bed.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You haven’t invited me over before.”

      “Well, to be fair, we’ve only been seeing one another since camp, so…there really hasn’t been a lot of time.”

      But that also feels like kind of a copout because there is a reason why I invited him over here. I interlace my fingers with his. I’m sitting cross-legged on the bed facing him. He has his long legs swung over the side, his eyes still roaming around my room. I have a few basketball trophies, but most everything else is this weird mix of girl stuff and basketball. I even have girly basketball things, like a picture of a bright pink basketball with Tessa Dale written over it. Tiff got that for me. I should’ve taken it down ages ago, but I really like it. I can differentiate the friend I had from the person she turned out to be.

      “I’m sorry I made you ride your bike all the way here.”

      He turns toward me, one eyebrow quirked. “Are you serious? You could ask me to do that ten times a day and I would.”

      “I feel guilty,” I admit. “If I was well enough to drive my car, I would’ve picked you up.”

      He scoots toward me on the bed. His blue eyes are like dancing stars. He’s excited, so I hesitate to bring up the reason why I wanted him to come here.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      I grab both his hands, even though my cast hand can only grip a few of his fingers and awkwardly at that. “Do you…live with Coach Bradley?”

      His face turns to stone. The blue in his eyes quits glistening like he’s lost all his fire. He looks away, jaw ticking. My stomach drops, and I try to think of anything to say that will make this all better. “Who told you that?”

      “Ryan. But he thought I already knew, and I told him I already knew. Is it a secret?”

      Hayes coolly shrugs his shoulders. “I guess not. I just don’t talk about it much. It’s not really a conversation you just have with people.” He looks up at me. “Especially with you.”

      “Me?” My heart flutters. It’s part panic, part budding nerves. I don’t know how he meant that.

      “My parents aren’t good people, Tessa,” Hayes says. “It’s hard to talk about. It’s hard to deal with, and I don’t want someone like you getting scared off just because of…things. Of fucking things, okay?”

      His voice turns harsh, which makes a solid ice brick slide down my back. “Someone like me?”

      He grips my hands. “Someone I care about. Someone I don’t want to give any reason to run away. Someone I’m scared to breathe around just in case they wake up one day and realize they never liked me in the first place.”

      I blink at him, my heart sinking that he even feels that way. “Hayes.” I reach up to try to touch his cheeks, but he backs up, and then gets to his feet.

      Watching from my vantage point on the bed, he looks so large in my room. He’s taken up all the space, and he’s definitely taking up all my attention. He paces back and forth, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. He looks as if he could punch a hole through my wall at any moment.

      When he turns back around and comes toward me again, I rise to stand in his way and grab his hand. “Don’t do that. Don’t second guess us. Jesus, Hayes. You were there for me when none of the others were. How could you even think that I’d switch my feelings for you that easily?”

      He shakes his head. I can tell he’s grappling with himself inside his own head. “People have done it before.”

      “I’m not those people,” I say.

      “My mother. My father.” The bite in his words sounds like he could crack through solid marble right now. “If they can do it, anyone can.”

      I slip inside his personal space and place my arms around him, hugging him to me. I only come up to chest level on him, but it’s almost a perfect level to feel safe in his arms. But what about the other way around? Hayes does such a good job making me feel safe, how can I do that for him?

      I make him sit on the edge of the bed, then I crawl into his lap, so at least we’re somewhat eye-to-eye. Straddling his hips, I face him, then put my arms around him again. I make him tell me about his parents. How they got hooked on drugs and it messed up their brains. How they barely know he even exists or care, and if they do come around, it’s only because they want something. I guess Coach Bradley has had to give them money a couple times throughout the past few years to get them to go away again.

      “He believes in you that much, huh?”

      Hayes nods. His blue eyes have been dead the whole time he tells the story. He’s talking about it like he was an observer through the whole thing, not like he lived through it. I can tell though, in the tightness of his arms and in the beating of his heart, that he feels every little detail. He may not show it on the outside, but on the inside, he’s in turmoil.

      “Tessa!” Mom calls up from the bottom of the stairs. “Is Hayes staying for dinner?”

      I jump. I’d completely forgotten to ask him if he wanted to stay. Hayes’s fingers dig into me as I look into his eyes. “Do you want to stay for dinner? Mom says she’s getting Chinese.”

      His eyes round a little at the invite. “I’ll stay.”

      A smile pulls at my lips. “What do you want? She’s ordering.”

      He looks away. “I don’t know. I’ve never had Chinese before.”

      “Oh,” I say, a little shocked. Then again, after hearing part of his life story, I shouldn’t be shocked. “I’ll order for you then. You like chicken, right?”

      He nods. I slide off him and head toward the top of the stairs. Mom’s dribbling her fingers on the banister on the bottom step. When I get there, she looks up expectantly. “Yes, he’s staying. I’ll have the usual. Can you get him a chicken and broccoli? He’s never had Chinese before, so I think that’s a safe order, right?”

      Her eyebrows rise, but she doesn’t say anything. “Sure. Of course. I’ll call you guys when it gets here.”

      She eyes me but doesn’t say anything. When I go back to my room, I leave the door open this time. As soon as I step inside, Hayes looks up, “Your mom wanted me to stay for dinner?”

      “Yeah,” I say. A weird mix of emotions passes over his face. I take my place on his lap. It’s seriously one of the best places in the whole world. At this point, I don’t know who is comforting who. I level out a breath as I look him in the eye again. “I’m glad Coach stood up for you with your parents. The fact that he asked you to live with him? That’s honorable.” I think I like Coach even more now.

      “Ryan wanted to do it, but his mom’s house was so small then. He mentioned something when he found out they were moving, but I don’t know about moving now. I’m kind of settled where I am.”

      “Ryan wanted you to move in with him?” My voice is high and tight. I don’t know why this surprises me. It sounds exactly like Ryan. He’s always looking out for the Ballers. It’s the reason why he didn’t give up hope on Lake until he did something that was so unforgivable even he couldn’t look past the fact that he did it.

      “Yeah, but then Coach stepped up. Someone had to or they were going to put me in foster care. It turns out if both your parents are arrested at the same time, they don’t just let you stay at home alone when you’re underage.”

      “Jesus, Hayes.” I keep racking my brain to figure out when all this happened. Obviously, it was when I was at Broadwell, but it seems like I would’ve heard something at camp. Or from Dad maybe.

      “I don’t want to talk about me anymore,” Hayes says. He smiles a little, half-heartedly at best. “I don’t know how you can get me to talk when barely anyone else can. It’s unnerving.”

      I shift up on his lap, pressing a kiss to his lips. But one taste isn’t enough. It never is. After pulling away briefly, I lean forward again, this time deepening the kiss. Sometimes I don’t have words either, but I can show Hayes what it means to have him open up to me. I can show him not to be scared when it comes to me and him. There’s literally nothing about him that can scare me away. I’m already a goner when it comes to Hayes Irving. I don’t care about his parents. I don’t care that he thinks he has a terrible temper. I’m here, no matter what.

      Hayes moans, then checks himself midway, sending a wide-eyed look at the door.

      “I don’t think she’ll come up here,” I tell him.

      “Think?” he asks.

      “Well, I can’t promise anything, but we’ll hear her footsteps on the stairs, so—”

      His lips capture mine, and in one swoop, I’m drowning in Hayes. His large frame ensnares every cell in my body. They’re all attuned to him and his every movement. He thickens underneath me the more we kiss. His hardness presses against my inner thigh until I let out a breath. Having four boyfriends is truly difficult. It seems like I’m constantly in a state of arousal.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, after locking gazes with me.

      I peek at the door. He better not be saying sorry for what he’s packing, that’s for sure. I’m so curious about it. “Can I…look at you?” I ask. My eyelids flutter on their own accord, and I’m suddenly shy despite what I’m asking of him.

      His body freezes. My heart makes a stutter step until I sit back on his knees and stare down. He’s bulging out of his pants. “Don’t look at me like that,” he says, his voice tortured.

      “I can’t help it.”

      My hands move up his thighs. Then, I feel dumb, for feeling him up with my cast, so I move that aside, but I cup him with my left. “Oh fuck,” he groans. His pupils are dilated when he looks back at me. “This isn’t a good idea.”

      I ignore him. “Has anyone ever told you how big you are?” I sigh at the feel of him in my palm. “Damnit. Don’t answer that question, I don’t want to know.”

      For a split second, I’m freefalling through the air until Hayes is hovering over me on the bed. He wraps my legs around his waist and then presses down until he’s near my throbbing center. I make a small cry, but then he waits until I’m looking at him to say, “If you ever allow me to make love to you, you should know that there’s never been anyone else, Tessa.”

      My mouth drops. “But—”

      He presses into me again, cutting me off. “No one else.”

      Holy fuck. Is he telling me he’s a virgin? He has to be.

      “I’ve kissed girls. I’ve done other things to girls, but they haven’t touched me unless they drape themselves over me, which they like to do. But it’s just for show with them. None of them have actually cared about me. They’ve liked Ryan or Sloan or Lake or Alec. I guarantee you no one has ever felt this before.” He presses into me again, and I squirm at his touch.

      “Oh, God, Hayes,” I say, loving the friction he’s making between us.

      He drops his forehead to mine. “I’ve never wanted anything more than you. That’s why I’m so scared you’re going to get taken away.”

      I close my eyes, letting his words drop down on me like rain. They’re like the greatest caress. I slide my hand between us and place my palm on his cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, Hayes. I promise.”

      We just stay there, staring at one another, caught in a web of emotion, until my mom calls us for dinner. Hayes stands, then he helps me up from the bed. It’s hard not to notice his thick erection in his shorts. I press up on my tiptoes, and even then, he has to lower himself to kiss me. “I’ll tell my mom you had to go to the bathroom.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, I run a hand through my hair and try to relax. My mother most definitely doesn’t need to know how badly I wanted to have sex just then. The fact that Hayes isn’t as experienced as the rest of the guys only makes me want him that much more. It makes me feel as if I’m on equal terms with at least one of them. I’m not a virgin, but that doesn’t mean I’m a vixen either. I know what goes where. I know the motions, but I don’t know much about the wild feelings that surge inside me when I’m with one of my Ballers. That, I’m looking forward to exploring more, but with Hayes, we can just discover one another without me feeling like I’m a rookie.

      When he comes down, he’s back to normal. He’s even combed his hair, so it’s not sticking up all over the place. When he walks in, my mom smiles up at him. “We didn’t know what you liked, so I bought a little of everything so you could try it.”

      She’s not lying. The table is filled with takeout boxes with every dish. His face is full of awe as he looks over everything. For once, I think I see nerves in his motions as he sits down. “Thank you,” he says.

      My mother and I watch him try each and every one. We do the same. There are some on the table we’d never dared try before, so we spend the rest of the evening making faces and judging the different dishes. Though Hayes still doesn’t speak a lot, he speaks enough, and he’s always respectful toward my mom. At the end of the night, my mom drives him home, chauffeuring us from the front seat like we’re two young teenagers on our very first date. If he hadn’t told me already that he lived with Coach, I’d know now from the box letters that spell out Bradley on the mailbox.

      As we wave goodbye to him when he walks up the front sidewalk to the modest ranch, Mom says, “I don’t know how you’re going to choose between Hayes and Sloan. They’re such good boys.”

      My lips peel apart at that. “Why choose, Mom?”

      She laughs, throwing her head back in an easy way that makes my heart clench. I haven’t seen her do that in a long time. And I’m most certainly sure she thought I was joking.

      I’m not.
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      The rest of the week goes by without any incidents. Lake avoids me. Rhonda’s put into detention because of her antics at lunch, and I’m pretty sure everyone at the table who was sitting with her was spoken with too. Despite the nasty looks I receive, they don’t come near me.

      It feels like heaven.

      It’s exactly what I want. To be free from the haters. To just be able to do what I want to do…and that’s basketball. Now, all I need is to get this freaking cast off and start rehabbing my wrist. Hopefully, that happens soon. I probably still have a few more weeks with the cast, though it’s up to the doctor to tell me when I’m getting it off. It could be earlier, it could be later. He’s set me up with frequent x-rays to check on its progress. When he thinks the cast is ready to come off, he’s going to put me into physical therapy right away to help strengthen my wrist before the season starts.

      The first week of school comes to a close. Ryan’s been taking me back and forth to school just like Dad wanted in his new-to-him Jeep Wrangler. I have a feeling Ryan doesn’t mind playing my Uber driver through. When he drops me at home after school on Friday, his hand slides down my good arm and squeezes my fingers. He doesn’t ever come into my house anymore, and he doesn’t ever do anything more than just touch me affectionately when we’re anywhere near my house. It’s like he thinks my mom is constantly looking out the windows to watch what I’m up to.

      Dad stops by to say goodbye at about seven o’clock that evening. He and Leslie are on the way to the airport to catch a flight to whichever city his promo stop is in. I didn’t even ask, to be honest. It’s been a long time since I joined him on one of those. My stomach twists into knots. Not because he’s leaving, but because I know Ryan is throwing a party in his house, and I know about it and haven’t said anything. I’ve stayed out of the particulars of planning. I don’t know who’s coming. I don’t know if they’re going to have beer. I don’t know anything. Plausible deniability. Yes, I stole that from Independence Day, and I’m rolling with it too. My Ballers are definitely the kind of guys who throw awesome parties, but people just started being nice to me, so I have no experience in this realm whatsoever.

      I tell Mom I’m going to hang out with Dawn, so when Dawn and David come to pick me up and I’m a little more dressed up than I would be for school, she doesn’t bat an eye. I just hope she doesn’t notice the abundance of cars a few doors down. I brought that up with Ryan, but he said he wasn’t worried about it.

      Again, not butting my nose into anything.

      When Dawn, David, and I show up to the house, my guys are already here, of course. In fact, there are a lot of people already here. Cars are lined up and down the street just like I feared, though the street is so congested it isn’t as if anyone could pinpoint which house the people in the cars all ended up at. David finds a place to park his mom’s beat up Buick about a quarter of a mile up the road, and then we walk up the long drive. The good thing about our neighborhood is that none of the houses are close to the street. They all sit back, so even though anyone can tell something’s going down at one of the houses, they can’t hear any of the music or shouting from the street. No, we only pick that up about halfway up the driveway.

      I stop midstride when I see people spilling out of the house. It looks like the entire freaking high school is here. Dawn grabs my arm, her nails digging into me. “I’m so freaking excited! I’ve never been invited to a party before!”

      My stomach twists again, and I wish I could say I was excited. I’m too nervous for this. There are too many unknowns.

      David laughs and pulls her to his side. “Rockport parties are pretty epic. You should’ve seen the ones Ryan used to have before.”

      “Ryan had parties?” I ask.

      “Well, yeah,” David says, his brows pulling together. “Of course. He’s like top dog at the school. He has to have parties. It comes with the territory.”

      I roll my eyes at that. That logic just sounds ridiculous, but I guess it makes sense in the hierarchy of things. I’m sure Ryan plays right into that. Or used to. I don’t know how much he cares about being the top of the food chain at the high school anymore. Or if he ever did. As far as I know, he cares about basketball the most, and that’s it.

      We walk into the now familiar house. Tonight, though, there’s zero weirdness from me about this being my father’s house and not mine. It doesn’t even look like the same house I know now. There are people everywhere. Everywhere. Sitting on the back of the couch. Leaning against the walls. Talking on the staircase. The sliding glass doors in the back of the house are wide open, and I can see more people out there and the telltale sounds of splashing coming from the pool.

      My eyes scan the room to find just one familiar face besides Dawn’s and David’s. Someone who will come forward to keep me from running right back out. I feel like I don’t belong here. It’s wrong, but I can’t keep the feeling from creeping up the back of my neck anyway.

      “Heyyy,” a voice says. It’s Sloan. It only takes me a second to figure that out, and I immediately relax. He’s a tad inebriated, so it took me longer than it usually does. He places his arm around my shoulders and brings me close to him. “Daddy’s Girl, why are you so late?” he pouts. “You made me miss you.”

      He nuzzles my neck and goosebumps sprout over my arms. I guess I just got my question answered about whether or not they’d have alcohol here. I feel like such a party virgin. “Where is everyone?”

      Sloan holds his hand out wide, gesturing to the rest of the house. “Everyone? Everyone is here.”

      “I see that,” I say, slapping him playfully in the chest. “I mean the guys.”

      The pout of his lip deepens, and it’s just too cute for words. “Aren’t I all you need?”

      I pop up on my tiptoes to give him a peck on the corner of his mouth. “You’re funny, Ivy.”

      He takes my good arm and tugs me toward the kitchen. I reach back and grab Dawn’s, and then all of us as a group move toward the huge kitchen island where there’s alcohol lined up along the length of it with a keg at the very end.

      My eyes bulge out of my head. “Where did you guys get all this?”

      Sloan shrugs. “Older brothers.”

      “None of you have older brothers.”

      “Not us, silly. I’m talking about other people’s older brothers.”

      Another imposing figure comes up behind me. I know already it’s Hayes. He drops his hands on my shoulders, and I tilt my head back to look up at him. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he smiles. Ever since the night we had with my mom, where he told me about his parents, he’s been super affectionate. He was like my sentry before, but now he’s like my sentry who wants to be touching me all the time. The last remaining barrier between us dissolved that night, even though I didn’t realize there was even one in place. I can tell already that Hayes isn’t drunk. Judging by what he told me about his parents, he probably doesn’t drink at all. He seemed pretty passionate about hating what mind-altering substances do to people.

      He nods toward Sloan. “I’ll watch her if she wants to drink.”

      “I can watch her,” Sloan says defensively, but there’s a lisp to his words that isn’t usually there.

      Hayes lifts his eyebrows at him. That’s all he has to do, and Sloan grumbles something under his breath about Hayes always being around. I knock my shoulder into him. “Are you going to make me a drink, Ivy, or what?”

      His lips pull apart. “Well, yeah. I just didn’t know what you wanted, beautiful.”

      “That makes two of us. I guess you’re going to have to surprise me.” I look over at Dawn. David seems to have handled getting her a drink, so I just wait until Sloan passes me one that he’s made for me. I know for sure it has fruit punch in it along with a bunch of alcohol. “Thank you,” I tell him.

      His eyes are half-lidded, giving him an almost dopey look that’s too adorable for words. At that moment, Ryan comes padding into the kitchen. He’s got a pair of swim trunks on, water dripping from his chiseled torso right to the floor the entire way. When he sees me, his eyes light up. He looks me up and down, his gaze roaming over me slowly. He’s another one who’s most definitely in a hazy alcoholic state.

      I don’t know how I feel about this. Maybe I’m being the jealous one now, but the fact that he’s dressed like that in front of all these people and girls are making no attempt to hide the looks they’re shooting his way makes my hackles rise. I look away from him as Sloan says, “Got you covered, dude.”

      Ryan leans against the island, not saying much. I can feel his eyes on me even though I’m avoiding his gaze. Things have been a little strained between us. We still haven’t had that talk that needs to happen. It’s like we’re both putting it off. Now, seeing him here like this, just reminds me of the asshole he was last year. With the greetings he gets and the appraisals from wandering eyes, I feel like there’s more of a divide between us than normal. It’s disconcerting to say the least.

      “You look pretty,” he finally says. Sloan is pouring the last of the alcohol into Ryan’s drink. He holds the glass upside down over Ryan’s plastic cup until the last drops of amber liquid fall from it.

      “Thank you,” I say simply.

      Finally, he reaches forward and tugs on my arm. His touch is electric. “Come to the pool with me.”

      I shake my head and bite my lip. Maybe this is why it feels like there’s still a barrier between Ryan and me. I’m worried he’ll go back to being that king of the school, and the king of the school doesn’t like me.

      He tilts his head to the side. I raise my cast up in answer, but he doesn’t change his look. “I wasn’t going to ask you to go in. I just want you next to me.”

      My heart stutters to a stop. He just wants me next to him. A warm feeling spreads through my limbs. Hayes gives me a small shove from behind, his hand at the small of my back. After taking his drink from Sloan, Ryan snakes his hand around my waist, holding me to him tightly. The pool water that’s still dripping from him transfers to me, but I don’t care. I feel like I did on the first day of school when I walked through the front doors with Hayes and everyone watched. Walking through Ryan’s house with him at his party draws attention in the same way. If there was doubt before that Ryan and I were a thing, there isn’t anymore. I’m sure people are wondering what’s going on between all of us but let them wonder.

      When we finally get to the back patio, I see where most of the people are. There’s barely a free spot in the pool. Bodies are everywhere. The pool light is on, reflecting back a turquoise color, but I can only see glimpses of it through the mess of torsos and limbs. Ryan climbs down the stairs to the water while holding my hand. I sit on the cool cement, legs dangling into the water, and he worms his way between my legs until he’s standing directly in front of me but facing the inside of the pool. Half the basketball team is in the water too, so there’s ample people for us to talk to.

      The pool water feels nice against my bare legs. Ryan rubs his hand up and down my right calf, just under the surface. Next to us, Sloan dives into the pool, splashing people while Hayes pulls up a lounger next to Alec, who I wave to. He isn’t drinking either. He’s in the middle of baseball special season, and he has a game tomorrow, so I doubt he’ll be staying all that late. Or maybe he’ll take one of the guest rooms here for all I know. I honestly don’t have any idea how all this works.

      Ryan downs his drink, then spins in my legs, setting the empty plastic cup off to the side. He pulls me forward on the cement until my ass is teetering on the edge. I squeal, and my drink sloshes a little, so I set it down next to Ryan’s empty cup, barely having drunk any of it. His arms wind around me. “I want you to spend the night tonight.” His eyelashes bat at me. Water from the pool drips off them. Damn, he’s so hot. He went from adorably cute when we were in middle school at camp to the handsome specimen before me.

      I open my mouth to answer, but then I just close it again. He’s making it hard for me to think straight.

      His gray eyes hover somewhere between twinkling and foggy. It’s an odd juxtaposition. “We don’t have to do anything. I just want you close.”

      My heart flips in my chest. Everything he’s saying is pulling me toward yes, but then my rational brain has to kick in. “I don’t know. I didn’t say anything to my mom.”

      He moves in closer. His hands finding the hem of my shirt and skirting underneath. “Tell her you’re spending the night at Dawn’s.” His fingers dig into my bare skin, making me shiver. I try to look over my shoulder at the house, but his hold tightens. “Not for your dad. For me. I need you.”

      He pulls me over the edge of the pool, my arms around his neck. I sink lower, feeling the water pass up my body until my shorts are completely soaked and half my top. He presses me into the side of the pool. His trunks leave nothing to the imagination as he tips his hips up. Frantic, I look around. “Ryan.”

      “Shh,” he says. “No one will care.” His lips pass over mine, and I’m immediately swept away. He keeps feeding me more and more, and he’s become like an addiction. At first, I’m worried what everyone might see, but the more he kisses me, the more everyone else disappears. The talking, the howls, it’s all just white noise because what really matters to me is the guy in my arms. He pulls away. His eyes are fiery now. It’s like the haze has lifted. “You didn’t answer. Stay with me.”

      “Ryan…” I swallow. I think I’ve forgotten how to form any other word other than his name.

      “Stay,” he pleads.

      I nod. “Yes. Yes, I’ll stay.”

      He moves in again, capturing my lips and then slipping past the seam to explore me further. His hips keep working into me until I’m cursing my clothes. I wish they would just burn up. For all the heat that’s engulfing me right now, I’m surprised they haven’t done just that.

      A throat clears behind us. Ryan pulls away, eyes hard, but when he looks up, they soften. I know it’s Hayes behind us, but evidently Ryan didn’t until he saw who was interrupting us. “Might be a slight problem,” Hayes says.

      For a second, I’m confused. Ryan and I kissing is a problem? I thought they were all aware that this is what’s happening, but then a second later, I realize that’s not what Hayes meant at all. A few whistles pierce the air, and then Rhonda Kyle walks in with the skimpiest two-piece I’ve ever seen in my life. Lake is right behind her, his hand tucked under the strings on her hip. Following them is River and the same girl I saw sitting next to him at the lunch table.

      I swallow, hard. My body goes rigid. Ryan’s jaw is ticking as he watches them greet others. I’m sure they weren’t invited, but I’m also sure Lake doesn’t give a fuck. I don’t know if the whole school has noticed they’re not as chummy as they used to be, but everyone greets him like he should be here. Some even ask him where he’s been.

      “Someone take my place,” Ryan says. He’s already trying to move toward the side of the pool and keep me held up at the same time.

      Sloan comes out of nowhere. With my cast still elevated, he moves in between my legs and holds me to him. I feel stupid now. I’m completely soaked up to my chest. My regular clothes. I didn’t bring a swimsuit because I knew I couldn’t swim with this damn cast, but apparently, my mind goes haywire where my Ballers are concerned.

      Sloan runs his hand through my hair. The top is dry, but the ends are in the pool and therefore completely soaked. “Don’t even look at them, babe. I can fill in for Ryan.” He raises his eyebrows up and down in quick succession.

      This makes me turn away. I know he’s trying to be funny, but it’s not to me. “You’re not a fill-in for Ryan.”

      His eyes widen a bit. I don’t know if he meant how it came across, but my implication is clear. None of these guys are just fill-ins for the other. They’re all very special to me, and that’s why I wish I didn’t look like a drowned rat right now. I’d get out of the pool and help deal with this Lake shit. I don’t want something to happen.

      Sloan sighs against me when I try to turn toward the scene. “You’re so fucking perfect, you know that?” He kisses my forehead, his lips lingering. Then, he looks up at Hayes. “Make sure Alec doesn’t get involved.”

      I don’t hear anything behind me, but Hayes has walked away. I know Sloan is worried about Alec’s baseball season. I would hope Alec would have enough sense not to do anything to put baseball in jeopardy, but I also know he went after Jacquin at camp, so there’s no telling what he’ll do.

      A squeal breaks through the other party talk. “I knew you’d come back,” Rhonda shouts with glee.

      When I look over, she throws herself at Ryan, hooking her legs around him until she’s plastered herself up against him in her skimpy bikini in the same exact position I was just in. My heart nearly stops. Ryan peels her hands off a second later, but it does no good.

      “Oh fuck,” she says, dropping her head back. “You’re hard already, too. It’s the bikini, isn’t it?”

      “Get the fuck off me,” Ryan finally says. He grips her forcefully by the waist and dumps her onto the side of the pool. She loses her footing on the edge and goes all the way in. When she comes up, her hair is matted to her head and mascara streaks from her eyes in black clumps. He looks over at her. “I’m not fucking hard for you.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek as Sloan laughs and squeezes me tighter to him.

      Rhonda sputters. “What the fuck, Ryan?”

      “I keep telling you to leave me alone, and I fucking mean it.”

      Everyone’s stopped now. No one batted an eye when she called out how hard he was, but this, this is fucking gossip.

      “You guys need to leave,” Ryan says, staring down Lake, Rhonda, River, and River’s girl. “You weren’t invited.”

      “I’m always invited,” Lake says, that self-assured smirk on his face. I swear it’s been there since I first met him.

      “Not anymore.”

      Lake approaches Ryan, and Alec gets up from the lounger. Hayes angles himself in front of his friend. For a second, they jostle one another, but both of them look like they’re going to step in at any second. I don’t know why Sloan asked the guy with the temper to hold someone else back. He should be the one in front of Alec right now.

      “Don’t do this here,” Lake says, his voice lowering, almost plea-like.

      Rhonda pulls herself out of the pool. She stomps toward the sliding glass door, pushing others out of her way like the prissy princess she thinks she is.

      “Then you shouldn’t have come,” Ryan says, his voice emotionless. I can’t see his face, but his shoulders are bunched.

      Rhonda whirls around at the threshold of the house. “This is all about that skank, isn’t it?” Rhonda snarls. “Where is she?”

      My face heats, but I’m not about to lie low for this one. Everyone else in here has already seen me, so I might as well make myself known. I whisper to Sloan, “Can you put me back on the side of the pool?”

      He looks like he doesn’t want to, but when I arch an eyebrow at him, he does what I ask. The movement catches everyone’s eye, so as soon as Sloan sets me on the cement, I stand. I wring my shirt out as I walk forward, trying like hell not to get water on my cast. My clothes squish as I go, and the night air sends a shiver through me, but that just might be adrenaline too.

      “Right here,” I tell her, giving her my most winning smile.

      Rhonda looks me up and down with a disgusted tilt to her lips. “You go against your best friend…for this?” she sneers.

      I disregard her insinuation that I’m not dressed like the slut she is. “You got a little something,” I tell her, pointing to my own cheek, but trying to tell her that her mascara has run all down her face.

      She growls. “I know.”

      Three bodies immediately surround me. I shrug back at her. “Just trying to help.”

      I glance at Ryan. He’s studying Lake. They seem to be having some sort of war without words, but Ryan eventually wins because Lake pulls himself to his full height and turns toward the door. He doesn’t go for Rhonda either, he just tells his brother that he’s leaving. River throws us all what’s supposed to be a punishing look, but it just looks like a grumpy, prepubescent face to me. As soon as they leave the area, Ryan turns and comes right back over to us. His lips are a thin line when he says, “He’s high as a fucking kite. He can’t drive home.”

      “Fuck him,” I say.

      Ryan eyes me, his throat working. I know he doesn’t blame me for feeling that way, but I also know he still feels for the friend he had. “He could get hurt.”

      I pull my cast out, displaying it in front of us for everyone to see “Like this, you mean? Like maybe his basketball career could be in shambles because he made a stupid fucking decision? How about when you’re not the one who made that stupid fucking decision?”

      Hayes’s arms settle on my shoulders. “It’s okay.”

      I shrug out of them. “The fuck it is. Let him do whatever fucking stupid thing he wants to do.”

      Ryan moves forward. He tries to put his arms around me, but I struggle away from him too. His gaze turns hard. “I just don’t want him to die…or God forbid hurt someone else because he’s driving while he’s fucked up. Is that so horrible?”

      The back of my throat burns. I’m stuck between wanting to let Lake lie in the bed of his own making and listening to what Ryan says. What if he does hurt someone else? Kind of like what he did to me…

      It would still be his fucking problem.

      “I don’t care about him anymore, okay?” Ryan says. “This isn’t about him.”

      When I look around, everyone is staring at us. The party has literally died, but they’re all enjoying the free show here. I struggle away from all of them and head back inside. A quick sweep of the room, and I can’t find Dawn, so I do the next best thing. I run up the stairs, past people sitting on the steps and the empty beer cans, and right into my room. Thankfully, there’s no one in here when I step inside, so I slam the door behind me. It takes a moment for me to flip on the lights, which angers me even further. My own fucking room, and I don’t even know how to turn the damn lights on. As soon as they turn on, I head toward the bed with the brand new comforter and sit.

      There’s a battle waging inside me. I fucking hate Lake. He’s done more shit to me than anyone ever, but I’m not saying Ryan isn’t right. No, I wouldn’t want someone else to get hurt because of him, but it’s hard to separate that out and help the one person who’s tried to take everything from me. I don’t want to help him at all. If he’s going to be dumb enough to drive a fucking car while he’s high, he needs to deal with the consequences.

      But even when I think it, I know I’m wrong.

      I don’t have time to think about it anymore though because a moment later, my door bursts open, and in the doorway stands Ryan Linc, his face a mask of fury.

      Someone pissed him off, and I have a feeling that someone was me.
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      Ryan stalks forward. He grabs my good wrist, pulls me after him, then takes me right into his room where he slams the door, locking it behind both of us. “You and I need to talk.”

      I set my jaw. “You keep saying that.”

      His gray eyes flash. They’re more like molten silver at the moment. He moves forward, pinning me against the back of the door. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t care what fucking Lake does anymore. The minute he hurt you, he was out of my life. He knew it. I’d already warned him, but he fucking did it anyway.” He leans in, pressing his pelvis into mine. “The only thing on my mind is you, so if I think about him at all, I’m thinking about how I want to make him suffer for what he did to you.”

      His fingers graze down my cast, and shadows pass over his eyes.

      “Is that clear?”

      His angry tone pisses me off. “You’ll have to forgive me if I second guess you. It took you fucking long enough.”

      He growls under his breath, but instead of making me shy away, it makes the area between my legs throb. How can I be mad at him, but still want him at the same time?

      “I already said I was fucking sorry.”

      I push him away from me. “And that’s just supposed to be enough?”

      “It is for everyone else.”

      “You’re different, Ryan. You…ugh!” I scream in frustration. There’s only one thing I’ve really wanted from him this whole time: All of him.

      I move forward, wrap my hands around the back of his neck, and pull him to me. I push my lips against his, sinking into the kiss, trying to get closer and closer. He makes a sound at the back of his throat. It’s a cross between a growl and a groan. I bite his lower lip, which just spurs us on further. My cast hand travels down to his trunks. They’re still soaking wet, but I pull him to me all the same, not caring about what I’m doing to my cast at the moment either. There’s only one thing on my mind, and it’s relieving the ache that Ryan Linc started inside me too many times to count without relief. I’ve been waiting for him to touch me. Waiting for him to take charge, to take it as far as the others have, but he doesn’t. The more he continues not to, the more I wonder if he’s fully on my side or not.

      “Fucking Christ, Tessa,” Ryan bites out.

      I pull at the strings on his trunks to untie the laces. Then, I pull at the top of his trunks, stretching the elastic out before shoving his trunks down over his erection and past his thighs. Then, I press into his back with my good hand, yanking him closer to me until his full erection settles on my stomach over my wet shirt. I pause a moment, relishing that feeling then I grip him with my good hand. His head dips back at the contact before snapping forward again. His eyes widen into saucers while he grabs the hem of my shirt and forces it over my head, careful as he pulls it past my cast. He works on the buttons of my shorts next. They’re sopping wet, so they’re difficult to move down my legs, but eventually, we get them off.

      He steps back, his gaze roaming over me in just my drenched bra and panties. While he’s ogling me, I take my fill of him too. He’s erect, a bead of precum glistening at his tip. I hook my fingers under my panties and shimmy out of them.

      His eyes blaze.

      I work on instinct. My practice in this area is abysmal. Fumbling. Awkward. But I feel like I’m on fire when I push him down on the bed and straddle him. He’s nestled against me, bare skin to bare skin. I’ve done this before, but I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m so hot, I’m panting. His arms come around my back to work the clasps free on my bra. My breasts fall heavily down when he peels the straps away. I sit back on his upper thighs. His hands grab my waist as he rolls his hips up. “Fuck,” I grind out.

      My heart is in my throat. There’s nothing more I want than Ryan’s dick inside me, but when I lean over, angling my hips, Ryan sucks in a breath like he’s surprised I’m headed there.

      I’ve legit never been on top before, but Ryan doesn’t seem to notice. “Jesus, Tessa.” He reaches down, presses his fingers against my pussy. “You’re so wet, and I don’t think it’s from the pool.”

      I bite down on my lip. He’d be right. “Uh-huh.”

      I grab his dick, work him toward me until he’s at my entrance. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I like it. I like it a lot. I slide down over him, letting out a loud cry as he fills me. “Holy fuck.”

      Ryan seems stunned until I move over him. I swear I’m already five steps ahead. I’ve never had an orgasm during sex before, and I want one with Ryan. Desperately. I’m the closest I’ve ever been to having one right now and he’s only just filled me. I think it’s all the pent-up emotion from years and years.

      I rock into him, trying different angles, different tempos until I find one I like. I grip his shoulders, coming straight down on top of him again and again. It’s like I’m fucking all the aggravation, all the teasing, all the hate I’ve ever had for him right out of me. Once we’re past this, it’s almost scary to see what we’ll find. We won’t have this barrier anymore. It’ll just be us left in its wake.

      “Yes, take what you need,” Ryan says. “Take whatever you fucking want.”

      I move faster. Ryan’s jaw is clenched tight. His hands grip my ass, helping my rhythm. “I want to come,” I tell him.

      “You’ll get there, baby. Just keep going.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Jesus. It feels so fucking good. My breath saws out of me, the cries that come out of my mouth ring around the room. I know I’m being so fucking loud right now, but I don’t care. The next time I come down over him, something switches. I’m not chasing after it anymore, I know it’s coming. The feeling swells and swells until I’m riding him faster. “Ryan, yes! Fuck. God.” Then, sparks zing behind my eyes, and I scream out as I constrict around him. I keep pulsing around him as my fingers dig into his shoulders.

      I collapse onto his chiseled chest, but he doesn’t let me stay there. He flips us until he’s on top of me. Still seated inside me, he presses a kiss to my lips. “My God, Tessa.” He’s looking down at me reverently while I’m still trying to suck in breaths. I’ve worn myself out. I know I must’ve looked like a crazed sex fiend, but Ryan doesn’t seem to care. “Was that your first orgasm during sex?” he asks.

      I nod, still breathing heavy and feeling the fluttery beats of my heart. “Yes.”

      “That was so fucking hot…” He reaches his hand up to cup my face. “…and beautiful.”

      I’m sure he’s lying. I probably looked like a deranged monkey.

      He pumps inside me, his face takes on a mask of torture as he draws in and out of me in slow, steady motions. I moan at his long and languid strokes.

      “I suppose this is a bad time to ask if you’re on the pill?”

      I nod, then place my arms around his shoulders. “Yes,” I say breathlessly. “I wouldn’t have…” I can’t even think. Ryan’s pace is driving me crazy in the best way. I’m trying to tell him there’s no way I would’ve done that if I wasn’t, but I’m not sure that’s true. I was out of my mind with want.

      He runs his hand through my hair, then kisses a line down my neck. “I know,” he says sweetly. “God, you feel so fucking good. Yes, so tight. And hot.” He punctuates each word with a stroke inside me.

      He lowers his mouth to my neck, traveling down my chest before his hot breath is over my nipples. He lashes out, licking at one peaked bud then the next. The sensation goes right to the apex of my thighs. “Ohh,” I moan. I can see now why I’ve heard women can have multiple orgasms. Before, I couldn’t even get one, but if Ryan keeps doing this, I’ll be well on my way.

      “These are fucking perfect,” he murmurs, taking one nipple in his mouth and sucking on it.

      “Mmm, Ryan.” Now that I’m not in charge, I can appreciate every little touch he makes that stokes my fire. He’s taking his time, exploring me. Where I was demanding my orgasm out of me, unable to restrain myself, he’s coaxing with a slow burn that I can’t wait to feel the results of.

      “I can’t tell you how fucking good it feels to be inside you. God.” His next stroke is harder, forcing a cry past my lips. He goes back to his slow, exploratory strokes, but every once in a while, he thrusts inside me hard until my head is spinning from the change in tempo.

      Reaching down, I grasp his ass, moving my hips into his.

      “You like that?” he asks.

      “Oh God, yes.”

      He grinds down into me, and I gasp.

      I’m so caught up in everything he’s doing to my body that I don’t notice his face right away. When I look up, he’s staring at me as if he’s in awe. He keeps the pace, grinding against me as I writhe beneath him. “You mean everything to me, Tessa Dale. I don’t care about anything else. Not even basketball. I swear it. I’d give up my spot, so you could play. I hope you know that.” He bites his lip. The muscles in his neck and shoulders pop and strain. “Everything I do is for you.” He moans. “Oh shit.”

      I meet his stroke with one of my own. His words have only stoked the inferno building inside. “Make me come, Ryan.”

      He falls down onto his forearms. His movements quicken, but he keeps the same edge to his eyes, watching my every movement, reading me like a playbook. Suddenly, I feel his fingers at my clit.

      “Oh,” I say, dragging the word out. “More.” I tilt my head back against the bed, letting the pleasure roll through me from the top of my head to the very tips of my feet. My heels dig into the mattress. “Please, Ryan.”

      His hips move in earnest. We move against one another until the point where we meet fully at the sweetest spot. I aim to hit there again and again until he sweeps over my clit one more time, and I start to tremble.

      “Oh fuck. I’m going to.”

      He swirls his finger there, still meeting me in avid strokes until my hips come off the bed for the last time. I cry out, digging my nails into him again. He follows me right after. I feel him pulse inside me, filling me. It makes my orgasm start again, another round of aftershocks that make me go limp on the bed afterward.

      He drops his forehead to mine. “Holy fuck,” he breathes. “I had no idea you’d be like this. Damn.”

      My chest expands again and again as I attempt to control my breathing. “I couldn’t get enough of you,” I say, cringing at my frenzied movements in the beginning.

      He chuckles softly. “I think it’s what we both needed.”

      I bite my bottom lip, pulling it through my teeth until I just smile up at him. He pulls out of me, and I notice the emptiness now, already wishing for a time when I’m filled once more. He grabs a shirt out of his drawer and wipes himself off while grabbing yet another clean one from his dresser for me. He spreads my legs carefully, then passes the material gently over me, soaking up his cum I knew leaked out of me as soon as he backed away.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he says again, reverently. He tosses the shirt to the side, then searches his drawer for a pair of basketball shorts. He pulls them on, then leans over me where I haven’t strayed from the bed to press a chaste kiss to my lips. “I’m going to get a washcloth from the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

      While he’s gone, I shimmy up the bed and press my head into his pillows. They smell like him. I get under the covers, my eyes already feeling heavy. When he comes back in, he sees me there, but doesn’t say anything. He pulls the covers down only to wash me properly, and then dumps the used washcloth on top of the discarded clothes. He finds his cell phone on the table and starts to type out a message.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Telling the guys to handle the party because I’m indisposed.”

      A smile creeps over my lips. “They’re going to know what that means.”

      “I don’t care.” His phone vibrates in his hand, and he laughs.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Just Sloan telling me I’m a lucky motherfucker.” He texts out a reply, then glances at me. “Where’s your phone?”

      “I gave it to Dawn to hold in her purse.”

      “I’m going to have them text your mom that you’re spending the night at Dawn’s, okay?”

      I nod into the pillow. Ryan got exactly what he wanted, me spending the night with him.

      He sends the message, then turns the phone off before climbing into bed with me. We just stare at one another for a good few minutes. The boy across from me now is the same boy I had feelings for at camp all those years ago. A lifetime of things have happened between us since then, but this is the most significant. He blinks once. “I love you, Tessa Dale.”

      For a second, I’m shocked, but then it all comes pouring into me, a feeling I always knew was there, but was just waiting in the background for me to realize it. “I think I’ve loved you since that first year at camp,” I tell him.

      Maybe it was little kid love then. A crush that turned into so much more, which was why it broke me when he cast me aside. But it’s probably also the same feeling that brought me to RHS in the first place. I knew I wasn’t just there for basketball. I was there for them. For Ryan. For their team. I didn’t know how I was supposed to fit in, but I knew I was.

      I understand it all now. And I know that I love every single one of them.

      Hayes. Alec. Sloan. Ryan. My forever starting lineup. They’re all I need.
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      Waking up next to Ryan Linc is like…well, it’s like a dream. I don’t know if I could have slept in the bedroom that’s meant for me but sleeping in Ryan’s isn’t a problem. When the first rays of sun start to pour in through the window, I blink my eyes open. Ryan’s still next to me, his arm draped haphazardly over my body. I’m still naked, and now that we’re not in the heat of the moment, I’m feeling pretty shy about that fact. Why the hell hadn’t I put on a shirt or something last night before I decided to get under his covers? I certainly wasn’t thinking about what I’d have to go through this morning.

      I peel his arm away from me slowly, hoping not to wake him until I at least get out of bed and find my shirt from last night. Gingerly, I throw one leg over the side of the bed and then the other. The sheet slides down my body. Since I’m uncovered, I might as well go now. I stand, quickly searching the room, when a hand locks around my good wrist. I squeal as surprise ripples through me.

      Ryan snickers on the bed. “Where are you going, beautiful?”

      “I was looking for my clothes.”

      He gives me a slight tug, but I don’t dare turn. Then, he does it a little harder, enough for the backs of my legs to hit the bed, and I take a seat. Then, he pulls down on my shoulders until my back is on the bed again. “No clothes. Never again.”

      I try to sneak the covers up to cover me, but he notices what I’m doing and lifts an eyebrow. “What?” I ask, feigning innocence.

      He pulls the covers back down. “What are you doing?” His eyes rake all over me. “I hope you know you’re fucking perfect.” He smiles, and this time, there’s amusement in his eyes. “For someone who fucked me like you did last night, I’m surprised with how you’re acting this morning.”

      I groan, and I can feel my face heat. I was seriously out of control last night. I wanted Ryan Linc possibly more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my entire life.

      “Don’t do that,” he says. “It was sexy as hell.” He interlaces our fingers, and then looks me in the eye. “In case what we did last night didn’t say it enough, I’m sorry, Tessa. I never meant to hurt you, and I know I kept doing it and kept doing it.”

      I squeeze his fingers. “I don’t want to talk about the past anymore. If we’re going to be doing this, I think we need to move on.”

      “Start fresh?”

      “Kind of… I don’t want to forget about the past, but we also don’t need to keep talking about it.”

      He brings our entwined hands to his lips and kisses the back of my hand. “We do need to talk about one thing though.”

      I turn on my side to face him. “What’s that?”

      “Lake.”

      The butterflies that had been flying around in my stomach all take a sudden nosedive. “What about him?”

      He disentangles our fingers and then cups my face. “I just want you to know I didn’t want to help him yesterday. He’s dead to me. But I can’t keep having him and Rhonda act like they own the school either. He’s going to cause too much drama. In his eyes, you’re the problem and you warped our minds. He won’t stop showing up, and he won’t stop calling. Now that Rhonda is thoroughly pissed off, it’s only going to get worse.”

      “You want to do something about it?”

      He lies back on the bed. A guy his age should seriously not be as cut as he is, but he’s gorgeous. His chest lifts, so I spread my fingers out over him. The sheets are wrapped around his waist, so he’s partially hidden from me this morning, but I got to see plenty last night, and trust me, I’m pleased. I bite my lip when I think about what happened between us, but then Ryan’s next words pull me back into the present. “I’m just waiting for him to do something stupid. I don’t know what he’s going to do, but trust me, I know my best friend. Ex-best friend,” he clarifies.

      Worry opens a hole in my stomach. There are so many things he could do. He’s already shown he’ll literally resort to anything, including physicality. “You know, I think he tried to doctor my drug test last year,” I tell Ryan.

      Ryan’s head turns toward me, his eyes wide. “You’re kidding?”

      I shake my head. “Coach made me take it twice. The second with Miss Lyons right there practically in the stall with me. You didn’t know about that?”

      He looks away, a sweep of clouds covering his face. “We’ve been helping him with the drug tests. One of us usually pees in his cup for him. I guess it makes sense that he would try to screw you over by using his own urine for your test.” His jaw locks down tight. “I had no idea, Tess. I know I did some other shitty things, but I wouldn’t have tried to get you kicked off the team for that.”

      “At least it didn’t work. Does Coach know about him though? About the pills, I mean?”

      Ryan shakes his head. “No way. Coach Bradley is good, but we’re sneaky. Lake’s also gotten great at hiding it, and he’s been good at not letting it interfere with basketball.”

      A hard knock comes on the door. I gasp and pull the covers up over myself.

      A voice thunders out, disjointed and low. “Hey, is that my daughter in there?”

      For a second, I almost fall for it except at the end of the sentence, Sloan dissolves into a fit of laughter. Asshole.

      “Fuck off, man,” Ryan says.

      “Dude, let me in.”

      I chuckle. “Good morning, Sloan,” I call out.

      “Aww, baby. Let me in, please?”

      “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, man,” Ryan says, a wide smile on his face.

      “Can you blame me? Don’t act like you haven’t been stomping around ever since Alec—”

      Ryan picks up a shoe that’s by his side of the bed and chucks it at the door. The shoe slams into the wood and then thuds to the carpet.

      Sloan laughs on the other side. “Territorial dick.”

      I pat Ryan’s chest, but then get out of bed, trying not to be the shy girl I was when I got up this morning. My clothes are still a little wet when I pick them up, but then Ryan says, “Here, try these.”

      He throws me a pair of his shorts, which I know are going to be too big, but I pull them on and roll the hem. Then, he gives me one of his RHS ball shirts. I yank that down over my head, too. Once Ryan has on a pair of shorts, I go to the door, unlock it, and pull it open. Sloan is leaning up against the doorjamb. When he sees me, his eyes widen. His gaze travels over my head, then down the clothes I’m wearing. “The only thing that would be better is if you were wearing my clothes. Sex hair suits you.”

      My face heats again. I don’t know how I’m going to go downstairs and face the rest of my Ballers when they know what Ryan and I did. Will Hayes be hurt? What about Alec? Shit, Alec. He’s probably already gone. He has a baseball game this afternoon.

      Sloan moves forward before I can ask. “Daddy’s Girl.” His hand tangles in mine. “Will you go on another date with me tonight? I meant to ask you yesterday, but someone stole you away.”

      I smile, my stomach clenching. “Sure. I’d like that.”

      Ryan clears his throat behind me. “Now that that’s settled. What’s the damage like downstairs?” He seems to be all business now, but when he passes by me, he kisses my shoulder, and his hand grazes over my ass.

      “Not terrible,” Sloan answers. We watch as Ryan heads out into the hallway. “I don’t think Hayes could sleep, so he’s been picking stuff up.” We follow after him, and on the stairs, Sloan holds up my cell phone. “It’s been going off a lot.”

      My stomach drops, hoping it’s not my mom. I could be in big trouble.

      “Don’t worry. It’s Dawn. I think she’s pretty much insinuating that if you don’t tell her every single detail about what you and Ryan did last night that you’re no longer going to be friends.”

      I smile at that. “Sounds like her.”

      He squeezes my arm. “If it was your mom, I would’ve given it to you earlier.”

      I toss him a smile. “You’re a good man, Ivy.”

      It might be me, but it looks like he’s looking at me in a different way this morning. His gaze slides over me, and even though I know he’s always been attracted to me, he’s almost enthusiastically checking me out, staring at my clothes as if he could wish them away. I kind of wish they would disappear too.

      When we get downstairs, Hayes is at the table with a bowl of cereal in front of him. As soon as he sees me, his gaze locks on mine. As usual, I can’t tell what he’s thinking only that he’s watching me like a hawk. Sloan’s right about the house not looking that bad. There are several huge garbage bags next to the door though, so obviously someone’s already been cleaning the place up. Ryan walks over to Hayes, leaning down and saying something into his ear and then clapping him on the back. When he stands, he says, “Thanks, man. You didn’t have to.”

      Hayes doesn’t say anything. He’s making me almost nervous to approach him. I don’t feel bad for seeing all of them but taking it a step further with one of them has definitely changed the dynamics between us, whether it’s only in my head or not. I sit across the table from Hayes and hold my hand out to settle on his. “Good morning,” I tell him.

      “Morning,” he says.

      We just stare at one another. His cereal bowl is forgotten in front of him. His blue eyes are like ice chips, and I can’t stand the tension. I get up from my chair and move around the table. I settle into his lap, putting my arms around him. He welcomes me easily. There’s no stiffness or brush off that I was half expecting. But there’s this little niggle that makes me think Hayes might need this—me—this morning. His parents pretty much abandoned him because they like drugs more than they like him. I don’t want him to think that I like Ryan more than I like him. That’s not the case at all. I like them differently. Different parts of Hayes call to me, while different parts of Ryan call to me, too. In Hayes, I feel like I could get lost in a sea of feeling perfectly protected. He puts his arms around me, and I settle in, kissing his neck once that makes his breath hitch. “Don’t be mad,” I say.

      “I’m not.”

      I believe him. Hayes wouldn’t lie to me. He may be a master of his emotions, but when it comes to him and me, he wouldn’t lie.

      “Damn, I don’t even get the breakfast cuddles,” Sloan says. “I got you cereal.”

      I smile into Hayes’s neck before turning my head to face Sloan. He’s having too much fun with all of this. I think he’s more apt to share me than the others. It doesn’t seem to be fazing him one bit that I slept with his friend last night. In fact, he’s teasing the others. Instead of answering him, I ask, “Alec is already gone?”

      He nods. “Yeah, we only have about an hour before we have to head out to the game.”

      Sloan sits my cereal bowl in front of me and Hayes. Hayes turns me around in his lap until I’m facing it and able to eat. His arms sit lazily around my thighs while his hands clasp just inches away from my stomach.

      Sloan sits across from us with his own bowl of cereal. “So, how was it?” he asks, eyebrow piqued.

      A cupboard in the kitchen slams. “Unless you want us asking you the same thing when you guys finally do it, which I hope isn’t for a very, very long time,” Ryan calls out as he comes toward the table. “Then I suggest you shut up.”

      “So… bad then?” Sloan asks, his lips curving mischievously.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Do you guys seriously talk about stuff like this?”

      “Are you kidding?” Sloan asks. “It’s my favorite pastime.”

      “Not anymore,” Ryan says, sitting down next to Sloan and sending him a warning look. “Trust me on this one. You’ll want to keep it to yourself.”

      Hayes’s hot breath passes over the back of my neck. I don’t know which makes goosebumps sprout first: Ryan’s words or Hayes’s soft caress, but either way, I’m spending breakfast in a heightened state again. I feel every breath Hayes takes, every time he moves his hands, and every time he shifts me on top of him.

      By the time breakfast is over, I slide away from Hayes to deposit my bowl in the sink. “Do you need me to help pick up a little?”

      Ryan shakes his head. “You’re not helping me pick up, Tessa. You didn’t even want me to have the party, remember?”

      “I may have had a change of heart,” I tell him. If that’s what happens when he has a party, I’m all for it.

      His eyes glass over. We both know what I’m insinuating, and so does everyone else.

      “Shit. Is this going to be Tessa all the time because I swear I’ll never want to leave her side,” Sloan says.

      I shake my head at him, then turn my attention back to Ryan. “If you’re sure, I’ll walk home and take a shower to get ready for Alec’s game.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Ryan offers, standing from the table.

      I look at him like he’s crazy. Not only is it stupid to drive three houses down, but there’s also the fact that my mom thinks I’m at Dawn’s. Ryan can’t just bring me home if I’m supposed to be at her house. “I’ll be fine,” I tell him.

      I go to walk toward the door, but Sloan stops me. “Um, babe. Don’t you think you should change out of Ryan’s clothes? That might be a big tip to your mom.”

      I look down. Shit. I wasn’t even thinking about that.

      I smile brightly at them and then run up the stairs to head back to Ryan’s room where my clothes are. His door is still wide open, so I walk in, and close it behind me. Downstairs, I hear Sloan laughing. I pull on the still damp shorts and shirt, hoping my mom won’t notice or I’ll have to make up something on the spot.

      Ryan’s cell phone vibrates on his dresser. The noise catches my attention, so I look over. Lake’s face blinks on the screen. I swallow hard. He’s getting a call from him. I ignore it, then walk right back downstairs, saying goodbye to them before walking home.

      Ryan’s right about Lake. Lake will be the one who feels like he got the shit end of the stick despite the fact that he’s not the one wondering if he’s even going to play Rock basketball this season. Unbelievable.

      All I know is, he better leave me and my guys alone.
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      Alec and his teammates win their baseball game. Afterward, we all hang out for a little while, including Dawn and David, who’d just had a football game that morning. Sloan ushers me home, though, telling me he’ll pick me up at six p.m. for our date. Dawn keeps sending me looks because as of yet, I haven’t texted her about what occurred between Ryan and me. I know everyone can read it on our faces, and I’m sure the guys told her what was happening yesterday when they asked her to cover for me.

      So, when I get to my house to dress for a night with Sloan, I send her a text telling her that Ryan and I had sex, and that it was everything I imagined it would be. Her response: If you think that’s going to get you off the hook, you don’t know me very well. I expect an essay Monday morning.

      You’re ridiculous.

      Noooooope. When something like that happens, you need to spill. And don’t think just because I’m dating David now that I won’t want a full description of sex with Alec when that happens. I mean it. Every little detail. If you can get a picture of his dick, even better. Tell him I won’t share it if that makes him feel better.

      I don’t even bother responding. There’s no way I want her to have a picture of Alec’s dick to drool over. Not to mention that I’m sure David wouldn’t be very happy at all if he found out I gave something like that to her. Nope. Not touching that with a ten-foot pole.

      Mom’s out with her friends again, so instead of getting clothing advice, I’m forced to figure out what to wear on my own. I wear a similar dress to the first one I wore, something tasteful, yet a little showy. Since my mom isn’t here to do my hair, I just make sure to straighten it and leave it down. I’m just staring at myself in the mirror double checking that everything is situated when the front doorbell rings.

      I head downstairs, pull open the door, and am surprised when Ryan is on the other side. He swallows when he sees me, then he moves forward, kicking the door shut behind him. He pulls me to him, automatically forcing my lips open for a kiss that steals my breath. He yanks my hips forward and groans when we connect. He’s hard, grinding against me. He growls in my ear as he rolls against me again and again. “Fuck.” He pushes himself away from me while I grab onto the wall to keep myself steady. “I’m sorry,” he says. He runs a shaking hand through his hair. “I’m jealous. I can’t stand it.” He looks me over with a tortured look. “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I say, still breathing hard against the wall.

      He closes his eyes. “I’m driving myself crazy, wondering what you’re doing, if you’re more excited about spending time with Sloan than you are with me. I’ve never felt this way before. It’s fucking me up.”

      I step forward, but Ryan holds his hand up to stop me.

      “I need to leave before Sloan gets here. I’m not going to ruin his night for him, I just wanted to see you. Pretend you never saw me. Pretend I’m stronger. I have no fucking restraint when it comes to you.”

      He runs a hand through his hair again, takes one more look at me, then leaves. The door shuts behind him with a resounding bang. I’m still using the wall to hold me up, so I stare at the back of the door, my chest tight. When the doorbell rings again, pulling me out of my funk, I call out, “Be right there.” Then, I run back up the stairs, check my hair, redo my lip gloss to make sure everything is perfect just the way I wanted it to be for Sloan.

      With a deep breath, I walk back down the stairs in my dress and open the door once more. This time, the guy who I thought was going to be on the other side of it the first time, is on the other side of it. Sloan’s eyes are less predatory than Ryan’s were. His hazel eyes sparkle when he sees me. He moves forward, picks up my right hand with the cast and kisses the tips of my fingers. A tingle shivers down my spine.

      Sloan can be sweet. He doesn’t always act like it in front of the others, but he might be the biggest romantic out of all of them. He’s the only one to ask me out on a date twice now. “You are…” He takes another deep breath. “…breathtaking.”

      “You’re such a softie, Ivy,” I tease.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” he says.

      I shake my head as I move into his embrace. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I want this part of you all to myself.”

      He hugs me to him briefly before stepping back and leading me out the door. I grab my small purse from the table by the door, lock up behind me, and then follow him out to his Jeep. He opens my door for me, and I get in. After he moves to his side of the car and gets behind the steering wheel, I ask, “So, what kind of party is going on at the Ivy household tonight? What am I in for?”

      Sloan turns toward me, his head cocked. “Oh, we’re not going to the Ivy’s tonight. We’re going out, just you and me.”

      “Seriously?”

      His mouth tilts up. “I want you all to myself.”

      I sit back as Sloan drives away from my house. I chose a black dress tonight because almost every other dress I have clashes with my purple cast. I certainly wasn’t thinking my wardrobe through when I chose purple for my cast color. Not that Sloan cares what I wear. He keeps sneaking glances over at me. Enough so that I close the distance between us with my hand and grab his thigh. He sets his own hand on top of mine and squeezes.

      After about fifteen minutes, Sloan pulls into the Rockport Country Club. I look over at him. “We’re eating here?”

      He nods. “My family and I are members.”

      I know my dad had a membership once, too, but golf isn’t his thing. There are other things here, too, like tennis and a pool, but we already have a pool, and my dad is shit at tennis, so we opted out of it years ago.

      Sloan shuts the Jeep off, then comes around the side to help me out. Other couples walk hand-in-hand toward the front door as well. They’re all older and cast smiling looks our way like we’re cute little kids who are trying to behave like adults. It bothers me until Sloan takes my hand, and then I’m not thinking about anything else but me and him.

      He gives our name to the woman at the front of the club. She checks his name on the reservations list, then smiles politely up at him. “Right this way, Mr. Ivy.”

      With his hand still securely wrapped around my own, we move through the restaurant. The smells of expensive dinners tease my nostrils as we pass through the center of the room. Almost every table has several glasses of wine on the pure white tablecloths. The hostess stops at a two-person table at the very edge of the room. This side of the dining room is all windows that open up to a beautiful view of the golf course. At this time of night, no one is playing, so it’s just miles of green fairway and arching trees. Several of the trees down the fairway are decorated in strings of white lights that give off an almost magical feel. “I’ve never eaten here before,” I admit, smiling at our view.

      The lady places a cloth napkin in my lap when I sit. “To drink?” she asks.

      Sloan and I both order water, and then he sneaks his hand across the table to grab mine. I feel like I’m an adult in that moment, sitting at a table in a restaurant, staring at the guy who’s taken my heart. My mom was thrilled when I told her I had a date with Sloan Ivy. He’s certainly charmed her, and he’s done the same to me. “Thank you for bringing me here,” I tell him. It’s not as if I’ve never been to a fancy restaurant before. I have. But the ones I’ve been to, I’m usually surrounded by other basketball players or team managers along with my parents. Sometimes even the children of other basketball players.

      For the first time, this is about me and a boy I like.

      “You like it?” he asks, hopeful.

      I smile. “Yeah, I do.”

      He looks pleased with himself then. We make small talk. I ask him how often he comes here and even though he plays it down, it’s apparent that the Ivy’s are well known here because the waiter who takes our orders knows him. He takes his order with respect, making sure to call him Mr. Ivy, and me, Mr. Ivy’s guest. When he leaves, Sloan confesses that he and his parents are invited to a lot of dinner parties here. Several people who are leaving for the night stop by to say hi to him, and Sloan does an excellent job of introducing me to them. Each of them shakes my hand with a polite smile.

      When our dinners come, I’m assaulted by all the delicious smells I was met when we first walked in. The steak I ordered looks delicious. We eat, talking here and there. The Sloan who shows up just for me is still teasing, but he’s not teasing me about the fact that Ryan and I had sex. He doesn’t ask for details, he doesn’t want to make me blush about that. We talk about normal things anyone on a date would. He asks me about my classes in between sips of water. He holds my hand after our dinner plates are cleared, and watches as my eyes shine when I tell him about the first ever basketball game I can remember being in, then laughs when I tell him how bad I was, and how my dad told my mom that sports abilities must skip a generation.

      The waitress brings by our dessert after that, a huge slice of chocolate cake that we opted to share. As soon as she moves out of the way, a girl comes up to the table. Her fingers play over the sides as she smiles for Sloan. “Hey,” she says, batting her eyelashes. “I didn’t know you were going to be here tonight.”

      Sloan looks like he’s about to choke. “Oh. Hi, Nikki.” He swallows. “Nikki, this is Quintessa Dale.”

      She smiles at me then looks right back at Sloan. “I called your house earlier.”

      I look at Sloan with my eyebrow raised. She called his house? Okay.

      He turns toward the girl. “I’m obviously not there.”

      “Oh, that’s okay,” she says, still smiling. It’s like it’s permanently fixed to her face. “I got to talk to your mom, and she said we should attend the garden party together tomorrow. What do you think?”

      A surge of jealousy rides up my spine. In one minute, I’m at the top of a hill on a rollercoaster about to ride the bitchy wave down, but then once I’m at the bottom, my mouth pressed tight together, I’m calm and collected. Watching Sloan shift uneasily in his seat is kind of fun.

      “I’m busy tomorrow,” he says. “My mom probably forgot.”

      “Oh, well,” she shrugs. “Maybe some other time.”

      He peeks at me then straightens his suit coat. “Well, probably not,” he says. “This is my girlfriend, Nikki. If I’m going anywhere, I’ll be taking her with me.”

      The girl, Nikki, looks at me again like it’s the first time she’s seeing me. “But your mom said—”

      Sloan interrupts her. “I don’t care what my mom said.”

      She lifts a perfectly manicured brow. “Oh. I see.” Then, she spins on her heel and leaves the table.

      Sloan picks up his dessert fork and starts eating, but there’s no way I’m going to let him get away with that. “What was that?” I ask.

      “Nikki,” he says with a roll of his eyes. “Mom wants me to date her. She goes to Springs. Her dad’s the mayor or something. I don’t even know.”

      “Are you serious?” I choke out. “Is setting your kid up really a thing still?”

      “It’s all about who you know,” he says, not the least bit worried.

      “Sloan,” I say, grabbing his hand across the table and forcing him to look at me. Now I know why Sloan’s mom doesn’t like me. There’s this other girl she wants Sloan to date. Probably for some sort of political prestige.

      “Don’t,” he says. “It’s not even worth it. I understand what a relationship with Nikki will be because I live in a fucking house like that. It would be me cheating on her because I have zero interest in fucking her whatsoever. Then, it would be her screwing my best friends because she wants to get back at me because no matter how many hours she spends in the gym or on plastic surgery, I still have zero interest in fucking her.”

      “Sloan,” I say, taken aback. I blink a few times, realizing he means every last word he’s said. I sure wasn’t going to tell him he should be with Nikki. Fuck that. And screw his mother. She knows he likes me. I tilt my head at him, contemplating something. “There’s no way the Ballers would screw her,” I tell him.

      He laughs at that. I’m sure he thought I was going to say something else. “Exactly,” he says. “Who would want to screw her when they have Quintessa fucking Dale?”

      I shake my head. “That’s not what I meant. I meant you have friends for life. They wouldn’t screw her because there’s no way they would do that to you, even if they knew you really didn’t like her.”

      He smiles. “Yeah, that too.”

      They’re all so lucky. I know how Lake must feel right now because I’ve felt just like him. It’s torture being on the outside when all you want is to be on the inside. “Let’s get out of here,” I tell him. I look around the room and see this place in a whole new light. I see plastered on faces, and every woman is a Nikki with her fingertips sunk in deep into the man sitting next to her while the man checks out the help. It’s a fancy place. It tastes good. It smells good. But it’s not the kind of place I’d like to spend a lot of time in.

      He pays the bill, and then we leave, his arm through mine. When we get back to his Jeep, the decidedly least expensive car in the lot, he sighs. “Sorry it ended like that. I just wanted to show you a good time.”

      “I had a great time,” I tell him. “Bitches and all.”

      He sighs, his head falling back to the seat. “Sometimes I forget that what looks nice on the outside isn’t all that nice. I guess I just wanted to impress you.” He peeks over at me. “Is that terrible? How am I supposed to impress you? I’m sure you’ve been to a lot of nicer places.”

      I turn in the seat and grab his arm. His muscles tighten underneath my touch. “You don’t need to impress me, and I enjoyed every last bite of that meal, so I guess I am impressed. Congratulations.”

      He smirks, but there are shadows in his eyes now that weren’t there before.

      “I know something else you can impress me with,” I say, teasing.

      His eyes hood over. “What’s that, Mr. Ivy’s guest?”

      My lips thin. “Call me that one more time.”

      He chuckles. “Whatever you want, you got it.”

      “A tour of the greens?”

      We get right back out of the car, and he puts his arm around my shoulders as I snuggle into him, trying to block the chill in the air from getting to me. He takes me around the side of the building and then onto the course. We stay hidden in the trees until we walk further and further along perfectly manicured fairways. Up ahead, there’s a water hazard that’s a lake that deserves to be on the front of a postcard. The moon reflects off the surface of the water just like it did back at camp.

      I smile. “This reminds me of Camp Holly.”

      “Does it remind you of skinny dipping at Camp Holly with me?”

      My cheeks burn as I look to my side. “I don’t need the lake to remind me of skinny dipping at Camp Holly with you.”

      He pulls me down into the short cut grass, just inches away from where the grass is cut a little higher, then a little further, it’s even higher before the banks of the lake are rimmed in cattails. “I know for a fact that was the best time I’ve ever had at camp.”

      He teases the hem of my dress up with his hands. When I don’t tell him to stop, he gets bolder. His hand slides up the inside of my thigh, stopping at the apex. His breathing has shallowed out. He’s staring at the sliver of my panties he’s revealed with a look of pure want.

      “Tell me you want this,” he says. “Tell me you want me.”

      I lie down then and pull him half on top of me. With my hands circled around his neck, I say, “I want this. I want you.”

      His lips descend on mine, kissing me in every way imaginable. He teases my lips until it feels like he’s tasting my very soul. His hands slide over the crotch of my panties, and I buck into him. “You’ve saved me, Tessa Dale,” he says. “I only saw a life like my parents have.” He nips at my lip and then pulls away. “Now I see so, so much more.”

      His words hit me in the chest. My heart’s so full, I can feel it swell like a balloon. It’s been feeling that way more often than not around my Ballers. I want it to keep growing and growing, but I don’t ever want it to pop.

      For a guy who seems like he has it all, Sloan needs this. Needs me. I slide my hand down to cup his cock. He’s straining. When I start to stroke him over his pants, he clenches his teeth. “Here?” he asks.

      I nod. “Now.”

      Determination turns his hazel eyes a deep brown. I work on the buttons of his pants, pulling them down his thighs along with his boxers until he springs free. I lick my lips, and Sloan moans. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      I won’t even play coy. I know I was looking at him like I could eat him up. Sloan flips the skirt of my dress all the way up. His fingers hook around my panties, and he tears them down. He pulls my left leg through until he’s hovering over the throbbing in my clit. He moves back, settling down into the grass, dropping kisses everywhere but where I want him to. Wetness seeps out of me. He nips and teases the skin on my upper thighs, licks and gets oh so close to my apex, but never goes there. He’s driving me crazy. I try to slide my hand over his dick, but he keeps moving it just out of reach, most likely because he knows I want to tease him now, too. I want to drive him to the very edge and then pull back like he’s doing to me.

      “Sloan,” I finally say. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you’re not inside me in the next five seconds, I might die.”

      Then and only then, does the tip of his tongue run the length of my pussy. It keeps going, moving up my stomach, past my belly button until he hits my dress. Then he moves forward, his cock at my entrance. “Do I need to get a condom?”

      “Sloan,” I groan, arching into him. He doesn’t move forward though. I can tell he wants to. He’s hard as a rock. “I’m on birth control,” I finally say. At least that was one good thing my ex did for me.

      Sloan guides his cock forward. I open for him until he’s pushing inside. He lets out a slew of curses as he takes his time. “Oh my fucking God,” he finally says.

      “Mm-hmm,” I say, reveling in the feel of him inside me.

      He rocks into me, and my head falls back onto the grass. He seizes the opportunity to drag his teeth down the curve of my neck. The feeling flirts between pleasure and pain, but I love it. He lowers his head, nipping at my nipples right through my dress. He forces his hand up under my dress, under my bra, until he cups me and squeezes. I arch into him until he’s so deep inside me, I cry out.

      “Yes, Sloan. God.”

      Something shifts inside him. His pumps become more pronounced. He dives into me, making my mouth open in silent screams. He teases my nipples until I’m about to come apart. He can tell too. As soon as I start to tremble, he says, “Yes, baby. Let it go.”

      My fingers dig into his back. “Sloan…”

      He bites his lip as he looks down at me. “I want to come inside you.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “God, fuck me.” He shakes now, too. Palms on the grass, he quickens his movements until I moan his name. He explodes inside me at the same time I come around him. I can feel him release inside me in short bursts. I move my hands to his ass and pull him toward me until he groans hard. “Fuck, Tessa.” He keeps rocking into me with small movements until he shudders for a final time.

      He kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my nose, and then finally my lips. “Thank you,” he says. And just the way he says it, I know he’s not saying thank you for the orgasm or even for the sex. It’s for so much more.

      After we dress each other back up and head toward the car, he thanks me again right in the parking lot in the backseat of his Jeep, and this time, it is all about the sex and the resulting mind-blowing orgasm. It’s safe to say Sloan and I have exploding chemistry, too.
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      On Sunday, I stay home and do a bit of homework that now takes me longer to do than it used to because of my cast. I text with the guys throughout the day, mostly Alec who seems particularly chatty. I was determined to stay home, but near the end of the day, he texts that his sister wants to play basketball with me, so who am I to refuse her? We play on the outside courts near the high school until the spotlight comes on in the waning light to illuminate the court. When the chill in the air starts sprouting goosebumps up my arms, we call it quits. It isn’t as if I was able to really play anyway, which is fine because that wasn’t what Roberta wanted. She wanted Alec and I to show her some tips, so it was basically just an impromptu lesson on how to dribble and shoot with me explaining and Alec showing her.

      He rolls his eyes when Roberta asks me question after question. Apparently, he’s tried to show her how to play plenty of times, but she doesn’t want to learn from him. She wants to learn from me.

      When we finish, we all get in the car, so he can drive me back home. This not being able to drive thing is getting annoying. When we get there, he walks me to the front door and holds my hand in his. I can hear Roberta giggling from the truck, trying not to look at us, but peeking her head over the car door anyway, then ducking down like we can’t see or hear her.

      He shakes his head. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I tell him. “You know I love your sister.”

      He places the hair that escaped my ponytail behind my ear. “Oh, you love my sister, huh?”

      I shrug. “Well, yeah. Someone in your family has to be cool.”

      He chuckles, then tightens his grip on my hand. “I had fun tonight, Tessa. I’m glad you decided you wanted to come out with us.”

      “Me too,” I say. I liked being on a court again even though I’m limited to what I can do. It was nice to be able to instruct her and see her determination in trying to get everything right. Not to sound full of myself, but she reminds me of me. When Alec and I just stare at one another for too long, I break into a smile and say, “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He leans in, giving me a peck on the lips while Roberta yells, “Ewwwww!” from the car.

      I bite my lip and smile up at him, then wave at Roberta before turning and going into the house. My mom’s on the computer when I get into the living room, so I just kiss her cheek and tell her I’m heading to bed, so I can make sure to get up for school on time. I feel like I’ve had a full week packed into two days. Well, one night and two whole days. First, the party at Ryan’s house. Then the date with Sloan. Now today.

      I’m pretty lucky.

      I head up the stairs. When I get to my room, I turn on the lights. I almost scream when I see a figure in my bed, but then I realize it’s Ryan. “Jesus!” I whisper-shout instead, then look out into the hallway to make sure my mom didn’t follow me up before shutting the door. “What the hell are you doing here? How did you get up here?”

      He’s sitting on the edge of the bed. He barely moved throughout my whole freak out, but now that my heart isn’t beating a mile a minute, I can tell something’s wrong.

      “Ryan, what is it?” I move forward, stopping just in front of him.

      “I have to tell you something.” His gaze travels up to my face, but then he turns away right after. “Fuck.” It’s like he’s too ashamed to look at me.

      I drop to my knees in front of him and place my hands on his thighs. “What’s going on?”

      Panic starts to settle in my chest. Is it my dad? Is it something else? Lake, maybe? Or why do I think he’s about to tell me he doesn’t actually like me? That this whole thing for the past few days was just a ruse that he and Lake cooked up just to pull me in and stomp me to the ground again?

      His gray eyes swim with emotion. He’s not crying, but he looks like he could. I grip his thighs. “Whatever it is, it’s going to be fine.”

      He shakes his head again, and then takes a deep breath. Then, when he looks at me, it’s as if something clicks, and he looks like he’s resigned himself to tell me whatever he doesn’t want to. He swallows. “I wouldn’t even tell you this except… Except Lake is threatening to tell the entire school if I won’t talk to him. I don’t know what the fuck to do, Tessa. It’s embarrassing. It’ll embarrass not only my family, but yours, too.” He grinds his teeth together and growls out another “Fuck.”

      He stands from the bed and moves around me. His hands are fists at his sides. He runs two shaky hands through his hair.

      I get to my feet as I watch him pace the length of my room. “Do the guys know? Do you want them here?”

      I’ve never dealt with Ryan Linc like this before. I’m sure they have, and maybe I’m being a bit of a coward, but I’m not sure what to do. He bites his next words out. “They know. They don’t know what Lake’s threatening to do, but they know.”

      “Okay…” I say warily. I don’t even care what he has to say right now. I only care about calming him down. He’s wearing a hole into my carpet. The curtains covering my window flutter into my bedroom, so it now hits me how he got into my room. Jesus. He must have scaled the outer shell of the enclosed pool. What the hell was he thinking? Moving forward, I cut him off and stand in front of him.

      Before I can even say anything, he curses again. It’s so loud I’m worried my mom will be able to hear him downstairs. “This is fucking bad, Tessa. And you’re so perfect. You’re going to hate this. You’re going to hate my mom. You’re going to hate me.”

      “Hey,” I say. “Knock that off. Do you have any idea how long I freaking waited for you, Ryan? Do you think I stuck around that long liking you even though you were terrible to me just to have one thing ruin it all? It’s not happening.”

      He grits his teeth, and I swear I hear the crunch of them knocking together.

      “Just start small. How is Lake involved in this?” When he doesn’t talk at first, I reach up to touch his cheek. He leans into it, his eyes closing. When his eyelids shut, it’s like he shuts me out of his world for a second.

      “Lake knows something about my family,” he says softly. “He’s trying to use it to be my friend again. I don’t know what the fuck to do, Tessa. He’s dragging you into this, too. We’re completely fucked. Either I give in and be his friend again, and then you can’t stand me. Or he tells this secret, and you get hurt.”

      I shake my head. I have no idea what his family secret could possibly have to do with me. “Let’s just talk it through. I don’t want you to give in to Lake. He deserves to lose you and everything else after what he did. It didn’t have to be like that, Ryan. I told him we could ignore one another, but he refused.” I steel my shoulders and drop my hands to his, squeezing them. “So, what’s the secret? I can handle it.”

      Ryan licks his lips. His eyes are still closed. The rest of his face is flushed though. It goes all the way down his neck and into the collar of his shirt. He tries to take his hands away from me, but I hold on tighter.

      “No secrets,” I say. I was hoping there weren’t any more between us, but I guess I was wrong. “Not with us.”

      “I was just doing it to protect you.”

      “So, I’ve heard you say before.”

      His eyes open. The gray is swirling. “Tessa, my mom… She’s—” He growls. “My mom used to be a call girl, a personal escort, an expensive adornment for the rich to carry around on their arm to restaurants and dinners. Parties. Anything the guy needed, she’d do if they paid the price.”

      I can’t help the intake of breath as I get what he’s saying. “Okay…” I say. Then I think about my dad. The color drains from my face. Motherfucker. Did he hire Ryan’s mom?

      “No, no, not that,” Ryan says immediately. “I know where your mind just went. Your mom and my dad met like they told us. Your dad didn’t know. He does now, but he didn’t know then. I promise. He did not hire her.”

      I close my eyes tight. Relief floods through me. Not for me, not for my dad, but for my mom. I can’t imagine what that would feel like, knowing your husband not only strayed, but paid someone to do it. “Okay…” I say. I swallow again. “So, Lake knows…this information, and he’s using it to get to be friends with you again. You do see how fucked up that is, right?”

      Ryan blinks. “Did you hear what I said, Tessa? I just basically told you that my mom’s a prostitute. That’s your reaction?”

      “You didn’t tell me your mom was a prostitute,” I say, gauging his reaction. I feel like whatever I say is going to be wrong. “You told me she was an escort.”

      “An escort for rich guys,” he clarifies, his voice laced in anger. “I never asked her for particulars, but I’m pretty sure some of those nights ended up in the bedroom.”

      I tilt my head at him. “Are you mad at me for not being mad? I don’t get it.”

      “Do you realize what this information could do to us? To your dad, for fuck’s sake? I fucking told her not to go there. I told her to leave your family alone. Would she listen? No. And now one of the most important things in my life is involved in her shit. Imagine it, Tessa. If the press gets word that your dad’s dating a fuckin hooker, he’ll be all over the news, and I know how this shit affects the other people in their world. Look at Sloan.”

      I place my hands on his cheeks again. I lift up on my tiptoes and try to kiss him, but he pulls away. “Don’t do that,” I warn. I move forward again. This time, he lets me kiss him, but he doesn’t kiss back. “My dad knows, right? He knew the risks. He accepted the risks or else he wouldn’t have involved himself in them. No matter what happens, he can’t get mad. I can’t get mad either. I’m sure your mom has a good reason for doing what she did. I don’t fault her for it. I don’t know your family history, Ryan, but I know that you haven’t had your father around for a long time. I know my dad said you had a rough childhood, and I’m pretty sure I know why that is now. What our parents do is not a reflection on us.”

      Ryan’s fingers sink into my shoulders. He pulls me close, resting his forehead on mine. “You’re not going to leave?”

      “No.” The fact that he thought I would do that steals my breath for a second.

      He leans over, pressing his lips to mine. He moans into the initial contact, then bends over, placing his hands under my thighs, before hauling me to him. I wrap my legs around his waist. He holds me like I’m nothing, suspended in air, kissing me like he needs my very essence to breathe. He spins toward the bed. I hold onto him tighter as he leans over until my back hits the soft sheets. I scoot back, and he crawls over me, arching his hips into mine as soon as we’re lined up. I bite down on my lip to keep from making much noise. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

      Suddenly, some of Ryan’s hang-ups make sense. He wants to be the best at everything, like he’s always trying to make up for something else in his life. I know what that is now. He’s supremely embarrassed about his mother’s past job. Ryan told me before that people were in and out of his life before. Hell, for all I know, a few of the guys who hired her could’ve tried to play his dad for a while and then left her and him. Maybe he’s been through this whole thing before. My dad’s moved them into a house, bought him a car. He’s a rich guy trying to insert himself into their family. He’s probably been through this same exact thing before and had it not work out. For a moment, Ryan and his mom have everything they’ve ever wanted until it gets taken away again.

      Ryan angles his hips toward me. “Can I have you, Tessa? Right here. Right now.”

      My eyes flick toward the door. My mom doesn’t usually bother me at night. Her bedroom is downstairs, too, so the chances of her coming up here are slim. “We have to be quiet,” I tell him.

      “I will. I just want to bury myself inside you and forget any of this happened.”

      “I wasn’t worried about you,” I tease. “I was worried about me.”

      A smirk pulls his lips apart for the first time tonight. “You were pretty loud the last time.”

      “You’ll have to help me,” I tease. My hands run down his shirt. I can feel his cut abs through the thin fabric. When I get to the waistband of his shorts, I slip underneath and grab hold of his cock, squeezing it toward me. He closes his eyes and sighs. I look up at him. “Can you do that?”

      In answer, he pumps into my fist, then works my shirt off. I’m lying there in a sports bra that zips up the front. He pulls the zipper down halfway, admiring my cleavage, before tugging on my shorts. There’s one thing to be said about wearing athletic shorts all the time: easy access. He pulls just my shorts down until I’m in front of him in just my half-zipped bra and underwear. I can’t even call them panties because they’re mesh to allow for breathability while I’m playing, but Ryan doesn’t seem to mind. He kisses around the trim until I’m squirming under him. I tug at the waistband of his shorts until he maneuvers out of them. I start lifting up his shirt now, too, but he takes care of that until we’re staring at one another wild-eyed.

      The first time we had sex, it was in a frenzy. He slowed it down for the second half, but I didn’t get to really enjoy the undressing part, the part where we tease and get our eyefuls. I move my hands up his abs. He’s got a tremendous body. All my Ballers do in different ways, but this is the sports physique every guy wants. He’s cut in all the right ways. Ryan leans on one arm until he’s zipped my bra all the way down. The material separates as my breasts fall naturally. They’re only half-covered by the material now.

      He reaches his hand up, grabbing a handful before moving the bra out of the way. Then, he kisses down my body until he gets to my underwear again. This time, he pulls them down and over my knees before snaking then around my feet and dropping them on the floor. After that, he works his own boxers off before lying over me again. He kisses my neck as he inches closer to my center. He rests there, tiny pumps that have me moving my hips against him in hopes this will be the time he’ll fill me. After doing that for what seems like forever, I say, “Please, Ryan.”

      He acquiesces, stroking his full length until he’s seated inside me. We both moan at the contact. “Fuck, Tessa,” Ryan groans. “You feel so fucking good.”

      I groan hard.

      He smirks, leaning over to capture my lips in his while he drives into me repeatedly. All I can do is ride the Ryan wave until my body starts to clench and shake. I meet him stroke for stroke. I keep my lips pressed together. I want this with him, but I also don’t need my mom hearing us. That would be bad.

      His hand snakes between us and finds my clit. I yell out then, and when he times it perfectly, I clench around him and grip his back while he rides my orgasm out and right into his own. Afterward, he drops his head to my chest, then kisses my bare skin on the swell of my breast. After we regain our breath, he pulls out and lies beside me. I roll onto my side, facing him, and place a hand on his chest. I can feel his heart flutter underneath my touch.

      Once we’re both calmed down, I ask, “So, what are we going to do about this, Ryan Linc?”

      He was right when he said Lake would try something stupid. I just never thought it would be aimed at one of his friends, I thought it would be aimed at me.
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      All the Ballers ended up sneaking into my room last night as soon as my mom went to bed. I watched as each of them scaled up the pool enclosure, then held my breath until they stepped one foot inside. After Ryan told them what was going on, we were all pretty much on the same page about not letting Lake win, but at the same time, because having Ryan’s secret get out would affect him the most, we ultimately left it up to him to decide what he wanted to do. I don’t want him hanging out with Lake, but knowing he was doing it for a good reason was enough to keep me telling him that the decision was completely up to him. In my eyes, he should also be warning his mom about what’s going on, but Ryan told me he didn’t want to bring this to her, and he already knew what she would say anyway. She’s not ashamed of her background. Nor should she be. She did what was best to support her son, and that’s all I need to know. If anything, I have a little more respect for Leslie now than I did before.

      My heart is in my throat as I get ready for school the next morning though. It’s not for me. It’s not for my dad. It’s for Ryan.

      I pray Lake doesn’t do anything. I have a feeling Ryan only made the decision he did for me. I know he’d give in. He’d want to protect his mother and his family at all costs, but he also knows that what Lake did to me was unforgivable. I could see it in his eyes the whole time. He was worried that if he gave in to Lake, I’d never be able to look at him the same way again.

      I eat breakfast with my mom. We eat in silence until she clears the dishes and then comes back over to the table. “So…what would you say if I told you I had a date tonight?”

      My eyes bulge out of my head. “A date? Mom, really?”

      She nods, her lips curling up into a half smile. “I met him when I was out with a friend the other day. We got to talking, and I think we have a lot in common.”

      This is such good news compared to what else I’m facing today. “Do I know him?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I don’t think so. We were in the city, and he lives and works there. His name is Ron.”

      “Okay,” I say. I can tell she’s happy about this. She’s acting like a parent, but there’s pent up energy inside her that’s threatening to burst through her calm facade. “This is great, Mom. So, how are we going to play this? Does he know about me? Should I make myself scarce?” I don’t know about any of this stuff. I never thought I would have to deal with this, so I’m a little lost. But having teenage kids can’t be sexy, right?

      “He knows about you,” Mom says, rolling her eyes. “He’s picking me up for dinner, so if you’re here, you can meet him.”

      “So, is he super cute?” I ask. I feel a little weird talking about this with my mom, but it’s what I would ask Dawn if something happened between her and David and she got a new boyfriend.

      She blushes as she sits back in her chair. “I think he’s very handsome.”

      “He’s a babe then,” I say, smiling from ear-to-ear.

      My phone buzzes on the table, and I see that it’s a text from Ryan. He’s probably outside waiting for me. Mom frowns down at it. “How come he never comes inside anymore?”

      I tug on my lip. “I think he’s embarrassed. You know, because his mom—”

      She waves me away. “I know, but it’s not his fault. I thought we were past that.”

      I think about what she’s said. I had thought they were past that, too, but then they moved in a few doors down, and ever since then, Ryan hasn’t come to the house like the others unless he knows my mom isn’t home or he comes through my window.

      “What is it?” Mom asks.

      She’s mistaking my blush for something else. Thinking about last night made me think about Ryan and me in my bed, but I can’t tell her that. “I think it has to do with the fact that they moved in practically next door.”

      Mom sits upright in her chair as I gather my bookbag. “I was a little…” She moves her head back and forth. “…weirded out about that for a second, but I understand your father’s reasoning. I’m glad he wants to be close to you, and I’ve noticed that since he moved here, you’ve been seeing him more often. That’s a good thing, Tessa. Tell Ryan not to worry about it. You know what? Never mind, I’m going to walk you out.”

      “Mom…” I hedge. I don’t know how Ryan will react to that considering he has something else on his mind with the whole Lake being an asshole thing again. But I also know that once she gets it in her head, she’s not going to give in.

      She walks me right out to the car. I can see Ryan tense when he notices who’s behind me. She goes right to his side of the jeep. “Hi, Mrs. Dale,” he says. His cheeks are pink, but he’s got a smile on his face even though I can tell it’s stressed.

      “Hi, Ryan. I just wanted to tell you not to feel weird about anything, okay? You can come over here. You can come in when you pick Tessa up. I promise I won’t bite. Things may have been a bit bumpy in the beginning, but…well….”

      She’s talked herself into a corner. I get in the seat and put my seatbelt on. “Love you, Mom.”

      She smiles at the distraction. “Love you, too. Have a good day at school, you guys. Both of you.” She looks at Ryan specifically, then walks around the Jeep to head back to the house.

      “What was that about?” Ryan asks as we watch her walk away.

      “She just wanted to let you know that you shouldn’t feel weird about being here. She doesn’t blame you for anything.”

      He wipes a hand down his face but doesn’t say anything else. He’s probably worried what she’ll think if we walk into school today and everyone finds out that Ryan’s mom used to be a high-priced call girl with rich clients. She might be changing her tune then. But she won’t. I know my mom. She might be off at first, when, or if, she hears about it, but she won’t be upset with Ryan. That much I know.

      “She has a date tonight,” I say on a sigh. I’m happy for her, but I can’t pretend that it’s not a little weird.

      “Really?” Ryan asks. “That’s good.”

      He’s a little subdued this morning, but who can blame him? I know he texted Lake last night and told him everything he felt about him pulling this shit, including what he did to me. “Did you hear from him?” I ask.

      Ryan shakes his head. “Nope. I guess what’s in store for us will be a surprise.”

      I take a deep breath and prep myself. The only person I’m really worried about is Ryan. If the students at RHS get a hold of this, I’m sure it’ll be everywhere that Ryan’s mom is a freaking prostitute. A slut. Whatever other name they can come up with to describe her to help tear Ryan down. That’s the thing about being up on the mountain for so long. Sometimes people love you. Sometimes people’s jealousy will take you down so quick your head will fucking spin.

      I have my own plan though. Lake may not have written Ryan back, but I texted Lake this morning and asked him to meet. This is all about me anyway. I know Lake doesn’t want to do this to his friend. I know the Ballers mean everything to him, and even this is just a last-ditch attempt to try to get them back. He may be going about it the wrong way, but this is complete and utter desperation. I can feel it.

      So, when Ryan and I get to school and he drops me off at my first period class, I ditch right before the last bell rings and head toward the side door near the cafeteria. I push the door open and step outside into the bright sunlight. Lake is sitting on top of the picnic table a few feet away. Earlier, I could see Ryan’s face visibly relax when we got to school and there weren’t full-out banners waving from the roof with a picture of his mom and the word slut scrawled across it.

      We eye each other as I approach. I don’t even know what I’m going to say other than the fact that I’m going to try to talk some sense into him. My stomach flips as I get closer. The venom of how much he hates me is still clear in his eyes. When his gaze lowers to my cast, that’s when I talk. “You need to stop this,” I say.

      The corners of Lake’s lips tip up in a sneer. He looks behind me. “It is just you, isn’t it?”

      I shrug. “They don’t even know I asked you to meet me.”

      “Kinda ballsy, isn’t it?” he asks. “What if I break your other wrist?”

      “Then you can kiss any idea of reconciliation with them goodbye.”

      His gaze narrows to slits. He knows I’m right.

      “I know you don’t like my relationship with them, and you don’t fucking have to. I’m good for your friends, Lake. They want me, and I want them. That should be enough for you. You’re the one who had to take it too far, and you’re pissed because you’re dealing with the fallout.”

      “No. I’m pissed because we were never supposed to let a girl get between us. Then, the second you’re around, all bets are off. All the promises we ever made to one another? Gone.”

      “That should say something to you then. It means they’re not going to give in easily.”

      “I just want to talk to him,” Lake roars. He gets up from the picnic table and gets in my face.

      I don’t back down though. I press against my tiptoes that want to rock back, refusing to give him any more ground. “You should’ve thought about that before you did what you did.”

      He shakes his head. “What do you know about it, anyway? You’ve gotten everything. You have everything. Of course you wouldn’t know how the fuck this feels?”

      “If you ever want to talk to Ryan again,” I say, ignoring his pity party. “Don’t spread that rumor about his mom.”

      Lake barks out a laugh. “Is that what Ryan told you? He told you it was just a rumor.”

      “No,” I say, moving forward, causing Lake to take a step back. “He told me about his mom. I don’t care. The only part I care about is that you want to use it against him, someone who used to be his best friend.”

      “Exactly,” he spits. “Used to be. That’s why. He dropped me. Just like that.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” I say. “Stop playing the victim. You know exactly what you did. You forced their hand. Don’t you get it? You went too fucking far. Instead of retaliating with more bullshit, why don’t you try making it up to them?”

      His eyes glass over. He leans into my face, his lips snarling like he’s a caged dog. “Don’t talk to me about my friends. I will never apologize for doing what I did. I’m fucking glad I did it. If we’re not on the same side, then we’re on the opposite side. End of story.”

      I shake my head, knowing full well he means what he says. This was a waste of time. Lake’s never going to get it. “Why do you hate me?” I ask.

      His throat works, and he rears back like I hit him. “Just the fact that you don’t know makes it all the fucking worse. Get out of my face, bitch, before I do decide to break your other wrist. You’re expendable. You think just because you have them that I won’t come after you again. You’re wrong. You’re the reason for all of this, and there’s nothing I want more than to see you lose everything like I have.”

      I level a warning gaze at him, but I’m not an idiot. I wanted to talk to him, and I did. I’m not about to push it because I know exactly what he’s capable of. “Please leave them alone,” I say.

      “And I said get out of my fucking face!”

      I turn, forcing my feet to walk casually back through the side doors. I hide out in the library until the end of first period before making my way back to the door I should be coming out of because I know Hayes will be there waiting for me. When I tap his shoulder from the opposite direction, he turns and narrows his eyes at me, but I just shrug. “Tried to talk some sense into Lake.”

      Hayes’s eyes bulge. “You should have brought me. What were you thinking?”

      “He didn’t do anything to me.”

      His gaze slices through me, and I get the gist of what he won’t say. It’s a stupid excuse, and I know it is, too, but I just didn’t want to drag them into it at all. I wanted to see what he would say for myself. Plus, I wanted to ask him why he hates me so much. I still don’t know why, but I have another clue. He thinks I should know, which only boggles me even further. I have no fucking idea why Lake would hate me this much.

      Hayes sighs. “Please don’t do that again, Tessa.”

      “Well, it didn’t work. He’s stubborn, and he’s an idiot.”

      Hayes’s jaw hardens. “That’s partly the pills. He’s not thinking clearly. But Lake was always stubborn, yes. He’s going to do whatever he wants to do, and there’s nothing any of us can do about it.”

      I crane my neck to look up at him. “Your parents,” I whisper. His look immediately turns cool. “That’s why you didn’t give Lake as much leeway as the others, isn’t it? That’s why you were done with him before.”

      He nods. “Being a drug user is the most selfish fucking thing someone can be.”

      He grabs my hand, squeezes it, and we walk together toward second period that way, his grip never loosening.
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      Of course Ryan finds out that I talked to Lake. Hayes ignores the evil eye I give him several days later while Ryan tells me not to do that again.

      I don’t care. I’d do it again and again. Not for myself, but for him.

      The crowd claps as the RHS pitcher gets the third player out. We’re watching Alec’s game from the stands like usual. Lake has been coming, but he doesn’t sit with us. He sits with Rhonda who now plasters herself all over his side like she wants to be the first to know if he makes even the slightest muscle movement. They’ve both been quiet lately. Rhonda, I think, because she got detention for screwing with me before, so maybe she’ll think twice about messing with me on school grounds again.

      Part of me doesn’t think that will be the case though. She honestly doesn’t seem that smart, and I think she’ll do whatever Lake tells her to. From my talk with him during first period that one day, I know he’s not done with me. He’s just biding his time.

      The baseball team wins…again. It’s not surprising. They’ve been playing well, Alec especially. It’s almost like he doesn’t have to act like baseball is his dirty little secret anymore, so he’s upped his game. He’s on fire. There were a couple of guys in khakis holding notebooks at the game today. Ryan lifted his chin in their direction. We all took notice, and then for the first time in a long time, we were all quiet, all probably wondering what Alec’s going to do about basketball. Play, like he always has. Or sit his senior year out, so he can focus on baseball. I know it’s a question that’s sitting on all of our lips, but no one’s asked it yet. At least, not to my knowledge.

      Ryan’s knee jumps up and down as the guys head to the locker room. We’re all on edge, and that’s probably because Sign-Ups is tomorrow, so if Alec is going to make a decision, he needs to make it now.

      Alec asked me to go to dinner at his house tonight, so the guys wait until he comes out, and then we say goodbye as Alec helps me into his beat-up truck. The interior is as stiff as I remember it, but it’s also familiar in a nice way. The first time I sat in this truck, I thought Alec hated me. He didn’t. None of them truly did.

      Once we’re on the road to his house, Alec says, “So, everyone seems off. It’s like they’re walking on eggshells around me. Care to tell me what that’s about?”

      I pop an eyebrow at him. “You don’t know?”

      His hands tighten around the wheel. “I think I do know, I’m just not used to them being afraid to ask me something. I didn’t even get shit for asking you to dinner. You know how much shit Sloan got when he took you on that date?”

      I smile to myself. I can imagine them doing that to one another. Who knows, they probably didn’t tease him about going out with me because they’re hoping I’ll be able to get out of him whether he plans on playing Rock basketball or not. “Of course you guys would do that to each other,” I tell him, trying to play it cool. The only reason I can come up with why they don’t want to ask Alec themselves is because they’re worried what his answer will be. Or maybe it’s not even that. Maybe it’s what his answer will mean for all of them. “I want you to do whatever is going to make you happy, Alec. You know that, right?”

      He pulls into the driveway of his house, parking the truck in the grass next to his parents’ cars. As soon as he shuts the vehicle off, he looks over at me. “Do you think the guys feel the same way?”

      “Of course,” I tell him without hesitation. “They’re worried about the team, but ultimately, you know they want you to do what’s going to serve you better. But you can’t pretend that this isn’t a big decision. You’ve been thinking about it, right? You know what you’re going to do, right?”

      Alec squirms in his seat and looks away.

      My mouth drops. “Shit. You don’t. Alec, what are you doing? Sign-Ups is tomorrow. I know you don’t have to decide by then, but after Sign-Ups is tryouts. By tryouts, you’re going to have to tell Coach what you’re thinking, so he can do what’s best for the team.”

      His lips thin when he looks over at me. “You think I don’t know that?”

      I close my eyes. “I know you know that. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      He reaches over and grabs my hand, but we’re interrupted when the screen door opens and crashes closed again. We both know what that means. “Tessa!” Roberta yells.

      “We’ll talk about this later?” I ask.

      He nods, and we both push our car doors open and step out. Roberta wraps her arms around my legs and asks about my cast again. She asks about my wrist every time I see her now. I have to go for another x-ray next week. I’m not expecting them to take the cast off yet, but I’m interested to hear what the doctor has to say about its healing.

      “My mom’s making pot roast,” she says. “It’s so good. I hope you’ll like it.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I tell her. I can smell the savory taste floating outside the screen door. My mom and I aren’t great cooks. If anything, my mom got used to making plain chicken breast with sides of steamed veggies because of my dad, so I’m expecting to love this home-cooked meal.

      Alec moves ahead. He grabs the screen door and holds it open. “Well, come on in,” he says.

      I bite my lip as I approach the concrete steps. I haven’t been inside Alec’s house yet. I’m not exactly nervous. I really like his parents, and his sister is obviously adorable, but all these small steps are actually big steps. What if his parents see me at one of his games cozying up to Hayes? Are they going to get upset and think I’m cheating on him?

      “Hey, how was the game?” his mom calls out even before she looks around. She’s in front of a crockpot in the kitchen, stirring it. When she’s done, she sets the spoon down on the counter and finally turns.

      Alec smiles. “We won.”

      She grins right back at him. “Excellent.”

      I stand there as Alec gives her his stats, and I wonder if he does this with every game, even with basketball too.

      After he gives her the rundown, she turns to me. “I’m glad you could make it to dinner, Tessa. I was so sorry to hear about your wrist. I hope it’s healing okay.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, wondering how much Alec told her. Did he share the fact that Lake did it on purpose? I highly doubt it. I think that’s one thing they’re keeping to themselves. After I answer her, she gives me a satisfied smile and tells me she hopes I recover as soon as possible. Then, she tells us that dinner will be another half hour or so and asks Alec to give me a tour of the house.

      He takes my hand, and we make our way into a living room. Roberta pads around behind us, but Mrs. Christopoulos calls out, “Stay with me, honey.”

      “Aww, Mom.”

      Then, I hear his mother whisper, “Let Alec spend some time with Tessa alone. You can talk to her at dinner.”

      “But Mom…”

      “No buts.”

      I chuckle as we move right past the living room to a set of stairs and begin to climb. The house is older, but comfortable. Sloan’s house is older in a more prestigious way. Alec’s house is just lived in. They may not have the newest countertops and the wood flooring is hidden by area rugs, but I smile at all the small touches. The hundreds of pictures, the knickknacks. It looks like the Christopoulos’s have made a lot of memories in this house.

      When we get up the stairs, I hear a shower running from the room to our far right. I’m sure it must be his father freshening up after having come home from work. Alec leads me in the other direction anyway to the bedroom at the end of the hall. The door is open, so we just walk right in. Things are a little haphazard. There are a few clothes on the floor, more magazines like I saw from the cabin he shared with Sloan and Hayes are on his dresser, but the best part of Alec’s room is the view. I’m drawn straight to the window. From this vantage point, there’s nothing but rolling green fields until the field butts up against a forest.

      He stands behind me, putting his hands on my waist. “I can’t believe you’re finally in my room.”

      I turn. “Oh yeah? You’ve been waiting for this?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Um, yeah.” His green eyes sparkle a little. “What man doesn’t want his girl in his room?”

      “I guess you got a point there.” I move around him to catch all the other little details in his room that I didn’t notice before. There’s a good mix of both basketball and baseball captured in these four walls. When there are pictures of all the Ballers together, it’s basketball, and if it’s just Alec, it’s baseball. “Have you been playing baseball just as long as you’ve been playing basketball?” I ask.

      I sit down on the edge of his bed and look up at him. He shakes his head. “No, I’ve been playing basketball a lot longer. I didn’t join baseball until I was in middle school even though I’ve always enjoyed watching it on TV.”

      “I bet the guys had something to say about that.”

      He snickers. “They weren’t really worried about it back then. I mean, we were still little. We didn’t understand that all those things we talked about…you know, being the best, going to college together… We didn’t know we were actually capable of doing those things until we were Freshman. Then, things just got a lot more serious. Ryan was the first to knuckle down. That had a lot to do with Coach Bradley. We kind of just soared from there. Over the past three years, we made a name for ourselves.”

      He’s not kidding. They were always good, but since they hit high school, they’ve been phenomenal. Even as Freshman, they beat teams who were older than them, and by the end of their Freshman year, the Ballers were all starting instead of the seniors on the team. I heard about all of this through my dad. I remember him coming home completely surprised by the “five kids” at

      RHS. From then on, my dad taught me the importance of teamwork and teammates. He could see that it wasn’t one of them that was the breakout star, it was all of them together.

      No freaking wonder why the rest of the Ballers are freaking out. What if Alec leaves and their dynamic changes? What if he wants to go to a different college than them? What if they’re not as good without him?

      He sits down next to me on the bed. “What is it?”

      “I was just thinking how I can kind of understand why the others are freaking out wanting to know whether you’re going to play basketball or not.”

      He stares at the floor and scuffs the worn carpet with the tip of his shoe. “I get it. I always have, that’s why I didn’t want to tell them.”

      “Correction,” I said. “That’s why you were willing to forego your dream for them. You weren’t going to tell them about baseball at all, were you?”

      He shrugs. “Does it matter anymore? It’s out.”

      I hit his shoulder with mine. “Of course it matters. I want to hear how a big, tough basketball player treats his friends.”

      He smiles and shakes his head. “I’d do anything for those guys. You know that.”

      He says ‘guys’, and I wonder if Lake is under that umbrella still.

      “You can do both. You can play both basketball and baseball. You’ve been doing it all along.”

      “I know.”

      “But if you’re going to pick one, pick baseball, Alec. There’s no sense in living a lie. They wouldn’t want that.”

      He peeks up at me. “Have they told you that?”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t spoken to them about it. No, I don’t know why, so don’t ask. I think they worry about bringing it up because if they do, they know you’ll be making a decision soon, and they’re so afraid of what you might pick.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “It’s not like I can’t play basketball.”

      I agree with him there. He can, I just don’t know if he should. For his sake. There are so many reasons not to. It’s not that players can’t play two sports at a top-notch level, but the more intense the sport gets, the more it’s not worth the risk. It’s the Ballers’ senior year. We’re about to get as intense as it can get. They’re going to want to go out Champions.

      With Lake being an asshole and Alec undecided, this puts a lot of pressure on the rest of the guys. Me, too. I want to finally win one for myself. I want the playing time and the accolades.

      My wrist throbs as I think this, and I unconsciously cradle it in front of me. “Does it hurt?” Alec immediately asks.

      “I think it’s more in my mind,” I tell him, frowning down at the purple. It’s faded a little.

      His cheeks hollow out as he thinks. “Part of me doesn’t want to play because maybe you’ll get to start then,” he admits.

      I turn toward him. “I’m going to earn my own spot on the team, Alec. Don’t make your decision based on me.”

      “I knew you were going to say that.”

      Footsteps sound outside the door. His dad leans in, his hair freshly wet but combed. “Hey, you two.” He takes in our position on the bed, but only casually. “I have it on good authority that we’ll be eating soon.”

      “I can’t wait,” I tell him. “It smells delicious.”

      He beams at that. “My wife’s an excellent cook.” He stands there, and then I see Alec lifting his eyebrows at him, so his dad says, “Right. Okay, I’ll call up when it’s done.”

      When he leaves, whistling down the hall, Alec shakes his head. He turns toward me, his hand reaching up to cup my face. “I don’t want to talk about sports right now. Can I do just one thing before we get interrupted again?”

      “What’s that?” I ask, watching as the playfulness in his green eyes leaves and is replaced with something far darker.

      “This.”

      He leans over, capturing my lips in his. His usual excitement after a game is there, but it’s like he’s being held back with restraints. The restraints are probably his family and being in a room with the door wide open, but the emotion is the same. I’m drawn in right away, molding my body to his, drinking him up, until I hear his father calling us to the table for dinner a few minutes later.

      We don’t break apart right away. Alec slows the kiss, then only pulls a breath away before he says, “I want so many more, just like that, that it’s scary.”

      I know what he means. My heart thumps against my chest as he stands and then helps me to my feet. At that moment, I don’t care what he chooses to do with basketball or baseball because I know that whatever he chooses, I’ll be a part of it.
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      This year at Sign-Ups I feel the same pit of excitement-slash-dread in my stomach. I’m not worried I’m going to piss off the Ballers this year. In fact, I know they have my back one hundred percent. What I am worried about is Lake. Today would be the perfect opportunity to trash Ryan’s mom in front of people who adore him.

      Plus, today also feels like the culmination of everything that’s happened so far. Finally, my Ballers are going to be on my side, and everyone will know it.

      I can’t even tell you what happened during the school day. It went by in a blur as I prepared myself for the actual Sign-Ups. My dad will be there, of course. I’ll have to stand next to him during the beginning and through his speech just like before, but then he wants me with my team when they announce the starting lineup with the lights and the music. My fingertips buzz with the emotions spreading through my body.

      I wore a simple dress, something that will complement my father, but also doesn’t look too ordinary when I’m next to one of the guys. Dawn can sense I’m on edge, so she walks me to the court herself just like last year. Sure, Hayes is trailing behind us by a few feet, but Dawn doesn’t care about that. She’s got a big enough bite herself that I’m not sure Hayes would have to do anything if someone messed with me right now. Not that anyone will. Things have actually been a lot better since the guys started hanging around me. The only people I have to worry about are the ones who are on Team Lake, and that basically boils down to Lake, his brother, and all the Baller bitches because I took away their playthings.

      Before we can enter the glass doors with the words Timothy Dale Court typed across them, Coach calls the whole team to the side. Dawn slinks away while we surround him. In a hushed voice, he says, “The media is here. We know that. It’s not different from any other Sign-Ups Day. We need to have a united front. No outside shit on that court, you understand me? You’re a team. Act like it. If anyone says a disparaging thing about their teammates and I hear one of you had something to do about it, you’ll have to deal with me, and I can promise you that it won’t be pleasant.”

      With that, he leaves us all standing there while he takes his place a few places down from my dad. I grit my teeth and follow. I know exactly what he’s talking about. He wants to make sure the media doesn’t get wind of the rift between the starters. If they do, it’ll be all over the papers, and if you don’t think other teams’ coaches check the papers, you’d be wrong. They’ll use whatever they can to get their team riled up to beat us. So, when Lake walks through the doors with the rest of the Ballers, I have to just swallow the huge lump in my throat. Fortunately for me, I’m able to stick close to my dad for the beginning of this.

      This time, I’m not looking at the Sign-Ups table with a panicked expression. There’s almost more at stake now, and it’s deeper than just pissing people off.

      Dad and I play the usual routine, shaking hands with the people who enter through the Timothy Dale Court glass doors, including the Ballers. I don’t even bother when Lake passes by, though he doesn’t even look at me either. He does shake my dad’s hand though. I watch like a hawk, and I’m pretty sure my dad squeezes his hand tighter than the others. I smile at that.

      Next, it’s the principal and vice principal who shake my dad’s hand, and then more as others make their way into the room for the celebration. There’s the same set up as last year with the marching band playing in the corner. There’s a food table that I didn’t eat anything from the previous year, the DJ, and the Sign-Up table.

      After we greet everyone and the DJ announces Dad, I follow him to the podium just like I’ve done so many times before. When we’re up there, I see Leslie in the front row clapping, and I’m suddenly grateful she didn’t accompany us up here either. My mom’s not here, though, and I don’t blame her. Now that I don’t have to be here to sign up, it seems like a pointless routine because it’s pretty much just crowing about how awesome the RHS Warriors are. Not that I mind that, but there are bigger things to worry about. At this point, we should all be looking toward college and after. We can enjoy these times, but we also know that high school isn’t the end of the road, it also shouldn’t be our glory days. Not at all.

      Dad gives his speech that is mostly the same as every other year. I smile and clap with everyone else until Coach Bradley takes our spot. Again, he gives the same speech about being so proud of our win last year and that he can’t wait to repeat it again this year. When he’s done, my dad pats my hand, letting me know that I can go toward my teammates now. I gather with the rest of them in the middle of the court as the DJ starts his loud, thumping music. The sound bounces off the walls, practically kickstarting my own heart. The bass even rattles my ribcage.

      The starters retreat just inside the locker room as the lights go down. Hayes winks at me. Ryan is completely and totally stoic. He’s eyeing Lake’s back as they head inside. Alec and Sloan are leaning toward one another talking. As I watch them, I’m struck by just how handsome they all are. Yes, even Lake, though I loathe to admit it. I could definitely go for a Baller sandwich right now with them looking so fine in their suits.

      This year, the DJ calls Lake’s name first. I don’t even bother to clap, but the rest of the school goes nuts at the sound of one of their kings’ names. Next, Sloan comes running onto the court just as the DJ draws his last name out. “Ivyyyyyyyyyyyy!” The strobes in the room go nuts as he jogs onto the floor. He slaps hands with the other players. I made sure to position myself at the end, so when he gets to me, he squeezes my good hand, his look saying so much more than what his actions say. He stands next to Lake, but apart enough so that it’s apparent to me that he’s only doing it because Coach told him to.

      Alec is next. I’ve always loved the way the DJ says his name. It’s almost as if he infuses the Greek origins of his last name until it stutters my heart into gear. He looks like such an old pro as he runs out. He’s so easy, carefree, and the way the crowd reacts to him is ridiculous. I won’t be upset with him no matter what he chooses: baseball, or basketball and baseball. His green eyes gleam as he high fives the rest of the team and then gets to me. He does the same thing Sloan did, squeezing my fingers with a look that makes my heart thump wildly. I don’t know if anyone else is picking this up, but it’s definitely melting my heart.

      Before they call Hayes’s name, I look to the stands and find Dawn. She’s standing on her feet right where she was last year, David by her side. She waggles her eyebrows at me, and I know for a fact it’s not just my imagination, the Ballers are claiming me in public. It’s subtle, but for anyone who is truly paying attention, they’ll get it.

      The DJ spins another tune, then calls out the Ice Man. Hayes walks out onto the court, his gaze steady in front of him. He doesn’t look at the rest of the team as he holds his hands out for their waiting hands. He doesn’t even look at me until he’s right in front of me. He does the same, his hands twisting in mine for a second before moving next to Alec. Afterward, he stares straight ahead while the rest of the team claps with the beat. He’s as stone-faced as ever.

      “Ryan Linc!”

      His name rebounds around the room, echoing with finality as he jogs out looking every bit the stoic player he is. His chin is held high. He’s casually chewing gum like this whole thing means nothing to him. Like the others, he stops in front of me, winks, and then squeezes my fingers before turning to the other Ballers. He and Sloan leap into the air and chest bump one another. With the music still going, they get in a circle, still giving Lake a wide berth before they do their usual chant, “On three,” Ryan yells.

      “One, two, Warriors!” they all say in unison.

      The crowd dances in the stands until the song plays out. It’s all perfectly timed. The lights fade away, too, and then it’s just us, standing in the middle of the court, the facade and the hype drizzling down. For me, I’d rather be with my Ballers this way. Yes, I want to be next to them when all of the exciting things happen. When they’re calling their name for highest points scored and celebrating their achievements, but I also want to be there for the little things. For having dinner at Alec’s parents’ house and going with Sloan to dinner at the country club. Being there for Ryan when he needs me and cuddling next to Hayes on the couch.

      Who am I kidding? I want to be there for all of it.

      It hits me then that this all might be ending soon. College decisions are coming up quick. I know my dad has been working on it for me and Ryan, but what about the others? If they’re intent on State, I need to go there, too. I don’t want to give any of this up.

      After that, the Ballers’ attention is divided between different media outlets. Some are reporters from local newspapers and others work for TV channels. They have huge cameras in their faces, with lights on top that make Hayes squint. I walk off with the rest of the team to grab something to eat from the refreshment table and am joined quickly by Dawn and David.

      It doesn’t take long for the DJ to break into the music to announce that River O’Brien has signed the sheet.

      Big surprise.

      I hold back an eyeroll. From the corner of my eye, I see Lake stop whatever interview he’s doing and clap while his brother finishes writing his name down on the sheet.

      He’s not the only person who signs the list. I hadn’t even bothered to ask my dad who else he thought was going to, but there’s one more throughout the night who steps up and writes his name underneath River’s. He’s skinny and lanky. If I had to guess, I’d assume he was going for Center.

      I hope the two of them know what they’re up against next. The trials are no joke. It’ll be interesting to see it from an outsider’s point of view this time. Will the Ballers be as hard on these two as they were on me?

      A hand comes down on my shoulder, and I almost choke on the cookie I’m nibbling. When I look over, I see Shawn. I quickly swallow the piece I have in my mouth and smile at him. “Hey, Shawn. How are you?”

      “Good,” he says. “You?”

      His gaze drops to my purple cast. “Been better,” I say.

      “Are you going to be able to play this season? I was sick when I heard about what happened.”

      His question strikes me as funny. I hardly played last season, but for whatever reason, that’s just what people ask. “I hope so. I’ll know more soon. I just can’t wait to get this damn thing off, so I can start going to PT, you know?”

      Shawn goes on to tell me how he broke his wrist when he was in middle school. His talk isn’t encouraging me much. He had a cast on for eight weeks. Eight weeks would take me past tryouts. It’s not that I think Coach won’t take my broken wrist into account, but I don’t want him to have to. I want to make the team on my own.

      Hayes walks up. He slides his arm around me as easy as can be. He nods at Shawn who says, “Hey, Hayes. What’s up?”

      Hayes doesn’t answer. Not because he’s trying to be rude, it’s just the way he is. Shawn stays there a little while longer until Sloan shows up. That’s when he decides to leave. My face heats, remembering the argument they got into, but Sloan just smiles like nothing’s wrong in the world.

      Dad comes up then. His face is tight. “A moment, Tess?”

      I walk away with him. He leads me next to Ryan’s mom, and out of nowhere, Ryan’s there, too. My heart plummets like it took a dive off a ragged cliff. He looks at the two of us as Leslie stands next to him. “I was just informed that they stopped a group of girls from coming in here just now. They had a blow-up doll.” His eyebrows rise as he appraises us.

      Ryan’s gaze turns hard. I want to roll my eyes. Real original, Rhonda. Haven’t you already done that before?

      Though, I am surprised she would try it again. She got in trouble before, but there’s nothing she likes more than being the center of attention. She’d risk it just for that. She probably thinks she’s cool when she picks on me. To me, she just looks like a sad, sorry person.

      I sigh. “Well, I’m glad people are handling things this year.”

      Dad nods. “Yes, I guess it was Vice Principal Holder who saw them and stopped them.”

      Ryan’s mom lifts her chin. “They probably just don’t want you to sue the pants off them.”

      That could be true, but I’m also sure they don’t want to do anything to jeopardize my father’s gifts to the school. He does a lot for RHS.

      “What’s this girl got against you, anyway, Tess?” Dad asks.

      I shift from foot to foot. I look up, meeting Ryan’s gaze. I don’t know how to answer this question. “Well, I think—”

      “Rhonda and I used to date,” Ryan says simply. “I think she noticed I’m spending a lot of time with Tessa and she’s jealous.”

      Leslie barks out a laugh. “Jealous of you and Tessa? Why? Because me and her dad are together, which forces you two to spend time together?”

      My face blooms red. I catch Ryan’s eye, but he doesn’t answer his mom. I have a feeling we’re going to have to come clean about a few things sooner rather than later. Now that Ryan and I have taken our relationship to the next level, it’s hard to hold back the slight touches or full on kisses that I want to give him. It feels like sneaking around, and I don’t want that.

      My dad and Leslie leave soon after. He tells Ryan to watch out for me. It makes me smile because I’m sure my dad wouldn’t approve of the way Ryan wants to watch after me. When the DJ is packing up and everyone else is about to leave, Lake marches up to us. Ryan sees him coming, and his jaw tenses. Hayes moves in front of me, not being the least bit casual about it. He steps in front of me like he’s telling Lake to back the fuck off before he even makes his move.

      Standing in front of us, Lake locks gazes with every single one of his old friends. “Coach was right earlier. We need to let this shit go so we can go back to being the strongest starting line up in our division.”

      “Depends,” Ryan says. “Have you been working on your apology?”

      Lake actually looks like he’s going to be sick. “Not fucking happening.”

      Not that I would accept it anyway.

      “Trials start now, and we need to work together on this. And Alec, have you made a decision about basketball? We need to know now whether you’re in or out.”

      “Fuck you,” Alec spits.

      Lake’s gaze turns hard. “Fuck me? In case you all didn’t notice, I’ve kept my fucking mouth shut. I have shit on all of you that would bring you to your knees.” He stares at each one of them individually. “Remember that when you’re wondering who your friends are.”

      “And we don’t?” Hayes asks. “How’s the pill popping going, Lake?”

      Two steely eyes turn toward him. “You don’t think I know you said something to fucking Coach? Just remember who was there for you when your parents left you in that filthy fucking house all alone.”

      Hayes’s shoulders bunch. “And yet, you’re just like them. Look at what you’re fucking doing. Look at what you fucking did!”

      I grab one of Hayes’s hands, but he tears it away from me. Sloan gives me a slight nod to let me know I should stand next to him now.

      Lake sneers at my purple cast as I move to stand next to Sloan. “I’d do all that and more for us,” he says, his voice as cold as an arctic breeze.

      “You did it for yourself,” Ryan says, his voice pure sadness. For the first time, I see what being separated from Lake is doing to him. I know he doesn’t miss the Lake standing in front of him now, but he misses his old friend Lake. “Just be smart, Lake.”

      Lake backs away. “Just fuck all of you. How about that? I’ll run the fucking Trials, I’ll do everything.”

      He spins on his heel and joins River who watches from the big glass doors that lead back into the school. I run my hands through my hair. For the first time, I don’t think this has really anything to do with me in particular. He might place his hate on me, but it has to be something so much more.

      Because of that, I’m beginning to worry about our basketball season now. Maybe I’m like Lake. Maybe I don’t want anything to come between us and basketball wins. I don’t know how they’re ever going to play on the floor together with the amount of hatred going on right now. The division between them seems impassable.
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      The day starts off terrible.

      Friday. It’s homecoming weekend. Tonight’s the homecoming dance, so it’s been exactly one year since the Ballers put up a picture of me with the dick on my face for everyone to see. It feels like a lifetime ago. I no longer fear my Ballers are going to do anything like that to me, but Lake is another story. He’s a ticking time bomb.

      I didn’t sleep well the night before with everything marching through my brain. I had a nightmare that the guys erupted into fights on the court during Championships, so instead of beating the team we were a shoo in to win, everyone got ejected and we lost. That was worse than watching from the sidelines last year because in my dream, every college pulled their scholarships because of the ejections, and all of us sat bleary-eyed, our dreams taken away all because we let Lake get to us.

      Lake can’t run the Trials by himself. Who knows what kind of shit he’ll pull with them? River and Lux, the other Freshman, need the others, too. I know in my heart it’s the right thing to do, but that doesn’t mean it’s not eating at me.

      By the time I get into Ryan’s Jeep in the morning, I’m already in a foul mood. Mom slept in, so she wasn’t around to help get me out of it, and now Ryan’s silent too. I know today was when the Ballers started Trials last year…right after the dance. Maybe that’s why he’s quiet because he’s thinking about it. I sigh and throw my head back against the seat.

      Ryan looks over at me warily. “Is everything okay with you this morning?”

      “No,” I tell him.

      We’re in the middle of the twisting roads that lead down to Rockport, but he doesn’t care. He pulls over to the side, the tires crunching the gravel that lines the road, and puts the brake on. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      I rub my head and peek at him. “This is insane, but I think you guys need to step up for the Trials. Lake can’t do it on his own. Jesus. Lux will be scarred for life. Who the fuck knows what he’ll come up with?”

      Ryan lays his head back against the seat and strokes the side of his face. “I was thinking the same thing, but I didn’t know how you were going to react. This isn’t for Lake, Tessa. Just keep telling yourself that. This is for the team. What happens to the team if he runs everything?”

      I grind my teeth together. I’ve been having the same thoughts myself, but hearing Ryan repeat them back to me pisses me off. Why can’t Lake just go the fuck away? I wish Hayes would’ve broken one of his appendages when he fought with him after the one-on-one. He doesn’t deserve any of this.

      But the team—and us, my Ballers, their dreams, my fucking dream—don’t deserve to fade away just because of one asshole either. That would be the biggest travesty in all this. Not that one jerk broke my wrist, but that I let him break me. All of me. I let one incident not only bring me down, but also those I plan on having in my life for a long time to come.

      “So we understand one another then?” I ask Ryan. “This is for the team.”

      He nods. I knew he would get it. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to convince Hayes, but we need to try. “Why don’t you text the guys and have them meet us in the parking lot?”

      I pull my phone out. I’ve gotten a little better at texting with the limited finger mobility I have with my right hand, but eventually, I get the text out and press send. My heart is in my throat as we make our way to the school. I’m not sure what Sloan and Alec’s reaction will be, but I know Hayes isn’t going to take it well at all. He’s going to be furious.

      Ryan pulls into his normal parking spot. As soon as he got a car, miraculously, a spot opened for him in the first row of parking. Students are trickling into the school, but two stride out the doors while Ryan and I sit there. We get out to meet Hayes and Alec, then Sloan pulls in next to Ryan. We’re all there now.

      Ryan doesn’t waste any time telling them what we’ve decided. Ever the leader, he lays it out in black and white, noting our reasoning and then sits back and waits for their responses. Surprisingly enough, there isn’t much at first. However, I do feel a hard pair of eyes on me. I already know whose they are because of the ice-cold shiver that runs up my spine, and when I look over at Hayes, I can tell he’s furious just like I expected. “Look at your wrist,” he says, his voice casual.

      I swallow. “I know about my wrist,” I tell him. My voice is soft. It feels weird arguing with him about the fact that I want them to be in the same vicinity as Lake even though I’m adamantly against it.

      “Hayes,” Ryan starts.

      “No,” Hayes says. “Don’t. This is fucking ridiculous. In case you guys haven’t noticed, there’s something bigger than basketball here. Something bigger than the future we had planned. I don’t know about the rest of you, but my future is standing right here, and that fucker hurt her. I’m not going to play fucking nice with him.”

      I know Hayes has hang-ups about other things, but it’s almost impossible to remember them right now. He just called me his future. I walk over to him. He tries to look away from me. He tries to avoid me, but he can’t.

      “Tessa,” he says as a warning. His voice is destitute, like he already knows he’s going to do what I ask, but he really doesn’t want to, and he doesn’t want me to make him either.

      “Hayes,” Ryan says. “You need basketball as much as the rest of us. What about your goals?” he asks. “I’m not saying we even have to make nice with Lake. I’m just saying we have to be able to at least stand his presence. We have to be able to work together if we have a shot at Championships again. Just remember the better we play, the better scholarship opportunities we get. The better we are, maybe we’ll all get scholarships to State like we want. All we’re doing is not letting him dictate things. That’s it.”

      “Don’t ask me to do this,” Hayes says, looking at me, his blue eyes wild.

      My heart breaks. “I’m not going to ask you to then,” I tell him. He visibly relaxes. “I’m not asking you to be nice to him. Hell, I don’t care if you kick his ass every single fucking day, I’m just asking you to… well, I don’t know what I’m asking. Just be involved in Trials. We don’t want River skating through because you know Lake will let him. What about Lux, huh? He doesn’t deserve to be targeted. You know Lake won’t give a shit about anyone but his brother.”

      “She’s right,” Sloan says. “He’s been waiting for River to have his chance. Don’t forget he plays the exact same position as Tessa and Lake. That means someone who was on the team last year isn’t making it if River makes it. We need to make sure Tessa gets her best shot regardless of the fact that her wrist is broken. You know everyone is going to be saying shit about that.”

      “She didn’t play last year because of us,” Alec says, his voice low. “Coach can’t even say that she had a significant impact on the team last year and that’s why she’s going to make the team this year. If we can help at all…”

      Hayes runs a hand through his thick hair. “This is fucked up,” he says. “What about Tessa while we’re off doing Trials with River and Lux? It’ll leave her wide open for bitches like Rhonda.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” Alec says.

      My heart catapults against my ribcage. He’s staring down at the concrete sidewalk at our feet. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.” He looks up, his green eyes determined. “I’m going to play Rock basketball this year, but it’s not going to be my main priority. I’m focusing on baseball. I’m going to have a talk with Coach later today. I’ll start if he wants me to, or he can move someone else up. I’ll give it my best, but I can’t keep circling between the two anymore, especially at the end of the season when it gets closer to regular season baseball. Baseball will be my focus.”

      I nibble on my lip but smile for him. “That sounds like the ideal scenario,” I tell him.

      He tracks his gaze over to me. The rest of the guys agree, albeit slowly. They move in, slapping Alec on the back, telling him they’re glad he’s going to be doing what he wants to do. Yes, it’s a bit of a blow to the team, but that means the rest of us need to step up, and that I need to get this fucking cast off my wrist, so I can start playing again.

      “So, you’ll sit Trials out?” Ryan asks, looking up at him. There’s a slight tick to his jaw with the revelation of this information, but he has to be pleased. Alec could’ve said screw basketball all together.

      “Yes. I know my baseball games aren’t the actual season, but scouts have been taking the opportunity to watch me play. The guy from State was even there the other day.”

      “Seriously? Why didn’t you say something?” I ask. It had to be one of those guys Ryan pointed out in the stands the other day.

      He shrugs. “I didn’t know what you guys all thought about it. I know I’m letting you down.”

      “Dude,” Ryan says, his voice hard. “You’re not letting anyone down. Letting us down would’ve been staying quiet and not telling us what you really want. Personally, I’m pulling for State, but no matter what, no matter if we all end up going to different schools, we’ll still be there for each other. Nothing’s going to change that.”

      A moment passes between the guys. Slowly, a smile forms on my lips because it isn’t just a moment between the four of them. I’m included, too.

      I need to have a major talk with my dad about State. If they’re going there, it’s a win-win scenario. State basketball is like Rock basketball. They’re topnotch. I could go outside the state if I wanted to play for another good team, but State’s our state’s team, you know? It’s the dream, and I might just be able to share it with these guys.

      Together, we walk into the school. My heart feels so much lighter after having talked with them about what’s going on. Hayes still feels a little stiff, but I think he’ll come around. I slide my hand into his and squeeze, just to let him know I’m with him every step of the way.
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      Dawn and I get ready for the homecoming dance at my house. She goes through my closet, staring wide-eyed at all my dresses. I tell her it’s because we’re invited to a lot of fancy functions, but she doesn’t care, she’s just amazed. She’s brought a dress with her to wear, but when she was looking through my closet, she found one she loved, so I told her to go for it.

      After trying it on, she stares at herself in the mirror. “Damn. Your closet is better than a store.” She twists this way and that, admiring her profile in the reflection.

      “It looks really good on you,” I tell her, commenting on the royal blue dress with just a slight low cut that shows the top of her cleavage. “I bet David will like it.”

      Dawn smiles at that. “I hope so. Don’t get me wrong, it’s like super hot that he plays football and everything, but he’s freaking obsessed during football season.” She rolls her eyes.

      I try to hold back the laughter. “Homecoming is kind of a big deal for football players.”

      She holds her hand up. “Trust me, I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve heard enough about the freaking homecoming game.”

      “Well, tomorrow should be fun,” I tell her. There’s the parade around the town, and I won’t have to pull the Ballers freaking parade float this time, and then there’s the game itself.

      “Can you at least sit with me this year?” she asks, turning around, her hands on her hips.

      “Well, yeah,” I tell her as if there was ever any doubt.

      She tilts her head to the side. “Yeah, now that you have the majority of the Ballers eating out of the palm of your hands, you mean? The freaking sexual tension around you guys is crazy. If I were you, I’d abandon school and just lie in bed with one of them, or all of them, all day.”

      “Oh my God,” I say, turning away because my face is about a million shades of red right now.

      “Oh don’t be coy now,” she says. She taps her chin teasingly. “I wonder if you’ll give it up to Hayes or Alec tonight…”

      “Dawn, Jesus. I’m not going to plan it out.”

      “Or have a fucking orgy. Holy shit, if you have an orgy, I need details. I swear if something like that ever happens and you don’t give me a play-by-play, we’re done. I don’t care if you ever do become a NWBA superstar, this will be what defines our relationship.”

      “WNBA…” I say.

      “Seriously? I just said all that, and that’s what you correct?”

      I shrug. “Well, it’s important.”

      “What’s important is being in the middle of two or three of the hottest fucking guys in the whole fucking school. Damn. I’m so happy I asked you to sit with me that first day. Have I told you that before?”

      I shake my head and slip inside the bathroom to change. I’m just about to zip my dress up when Dawn squeals, then there’s an even shorter scream of terror. I yank the bathroom door open. “What th—?”

      In front of me, Ryan is dressed in a fine button-up with a pair of gray slacks. He’s got Dawn in front of him, his hand over her mouth. I burst out laughing, then have to rein myself in. “Dawn, it’s Ryan. Chill.”

      Her once wide eyes almost roll in the back of her head with relief.

      “Are you going to scream again?” Ryan asks.

      She shakes her head.

      He immediately lets her go.

      She whips around to stare at him. “Christ, Ryan. You scared the fuck out of me,” she whisper yells. “What are you doing in here? Wait, is this how you guys get it on? You sneak in here in the middle of the night? Tessa, you are holding out on me. Bitch.”

      My mouth just hangs wide open. I have no retort to what she’s said. Ryan ignores her. He moves past her, his eyes on me before cupping my cheek. “You look beautiful.”

      It’s then that I remember I never got around to zipping my dress. I try to close it in the back, but Ryan moves around me. His fingertips graze my bare skin. A shiver skirts its way up my back and over my collarbone. Dawn looks away, so Ryan takes his time. His fingers skate up the sides of my body under the dress, then follow the straight line of my spine until he reaches the zipper. Slowly, he pulls it up, following his fingers as they trace an imaginary line up the middle of my back and into my neck. By the time he’s done, my knees feel like putty.

      I swallow. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.”

      “Jesus, I’m turned on,” Dawn says.

      I grab a pair of socks that are just sitting on my dresser and hurl them at her while I laugh. She reminds me so much of Sloan, to be honest. They’d probably be great friends.

      “I was just coming to see how you were doing,” Ryan says. “I’ll go home now and come back with the Jeep.”

      He turns to leave back through the window, but I grab his hand. “Actually, Dad wants to see me off, too, so after Mom takes some pictures of Dawn and me, we’ll walk up there.”

      He nods and then ducks under the window to leave. Dawn watches him scale down the house. “How can your parents not tell how enamored you are with one another? It’s so fucking obvious.”

      “Well, first of all, he’s usually not helping me put a dress on in front of them.”

      Dawn flops back onto the bed. “God, he’s probably fucking amazing in bed.”

      I smile, but I don’t bite. I’m not gossiping about my sex life with her. I want to keep those moments to myself.

      Ten minutes later, Dawn and I make it downstairs. Mom takes pictures of us in front of the living room wall, and then she has Dawn take several of me and her. My mom’s also dressed up tonight for another date with Ron, so it’s the perfect time to have a nice picture of just the two of us. I tell her I’ll see her later, and then Dawn and I leave to walk up the hill to my dad’s house. It’s not that long of a walk at all, so we’re there in no time. I push the door open as soon as we get there, sending a caution look to Dawn as she follows me in, telling her with my eyes that she better not make any comments about me and Ryan or me and my Ballers either.

      Ryan’s mom oohs and ahhs over us, saying somewhat misty-eyed that she always wanted a girl. Uncertainty skims through me. Dawn plays the photographer after Leslie thinks of every pose imaginable between the four of us, including placing Ryan and I together alone. We step forward at the same time to take our places. It’s so easy to touch and be around him when it’s just the two of us, but right now, it feels awkward as we try to pose in a way that’s acceptable to everyone. At first, we’re just standing side-by-side, but then Leslie says, “Put your arm around her, Ryan.”

      Dawn is loving every fucking moment of this. She’s passed the camera off to Leslie, so she’s cracking up to the side without having to worry that she’s screwing the picture up.

      Ryan slides his arm around me. We’re stiff at first, but the connection feels too good. I lean into him and his fingers close over my upper arm as we pose for the picture. The light flashes in our eyes while I’m pasting a smile on my face, trying not to internally combust in front of my dad. When Leslie finally stops clicking the shutter button on her phone, Ryan and I step apart. He trails his fingers over my back, making goosebumps sprout over goosebumps. Our gazes collide as we move away. There are other people in the room, but in that moment, there’s just the two of us… until I walk right into Dawn. “Shit, sorry,” I say.

      The corners of her mouth tease up. “No problem. You were distracted.”

      I send her a warning glare even though there’s no way she said it loud enough for anyone but me to hear.

      “We should probably leave,” she says.

      Absolutely. I need to get out of this place with all the watchful eyes. I also feel like I need an icepack for my face to calm my heated cheeks.

      Dad and Leslie see us off at the door. Dawn gets in the back of the Jeep while I take my usual place in the front. Ryan and Dad put the top and the sides of the car back on the other day, so we’re not exposed to the elements anymore as we make our way to the school. Dawn chatters on behind us about anything and everything, but my focus is on Ryan’s hand on my leg. It’s almost haphazardly placed there, but his thumb moves in circles over my thighs, driving me crazy. It feels like I’m on a date with him, with Ryan fucking Linc. Something I’ve always wanted. Yes, I know we’ve had sex before and done other things, but there’s something to be said for just this. For just his hand on my leg and driving me to a school dance like any other normal couple would do.

      By the time we pull into the parking lot, I’m giddy with excitement.

      David kicks off the side of the building and moves toward the Jeep. Before I can even open my door, Ryan’s already out and around to my side of the car, pulling the door open. I glance up at him. “Ryan Linc opens doors?”

      “He does for you.”

      The full intensity of his gray eyes is on me, making me wobble in the small heels I’m wearing as he pulls me to my feet. When the door closes behind me, he nuzzles my neck. “We’re going to have to say something to our parents soon because I can’t keep my hands off you, Tessa.”

      The growl in his words sends a flurry of heat between my legs. “Y-yeah. Sure.”

      He chuckles under his breath. “Although, it is kind of fun sneaking around…”

      “They probably won’t leave us alone unattended if we tell them,” I agree, though I’m not even sure what I’m agreeing to at this point.

      “Mmm, true. How often does your dad go away for marketing trips anyway?”

      “Not often enough.”

      His lips are barely grazing my neck. I lift my chin to allow him better access, and I swear he’s two seconds away from sliding his tongue over my skin when someone clears their throat behind us. Ryan drops his head. “Whoever you are, fuck you.”

      “Someone’s in a mood.”

      It’s Sloan. My body relaxes, but Ryan’s only goes even more rigid. To smooth things over, I step up on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. When he moves from in front of me, I see that they’re all there. Dawn and David are off to the side, but that’s not who has my attention. Sloan, Hayes, and Alec are standing in front of me. They’re looking entirely too scrumptious in their semi-dressy outfits. Alec has the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. Why the hell is that so sexy? Damn.

      I take a steadying breath and move forward. Ryan takes my left hand while Hayes follows close to me on my right. Sloan and Alec bring up the rear.

      This is entirely too crazy. I went from having no dates last year to having four.

      The night is nothing short of amazing. I dance with all of them, slow and fast songs, both of which make my heart pump fast, but for entirely different reasons. Lake and Rhonda are here, too. I haven’t spoken to the guys to see if they talked to Lake about Trials, but I assume they have. Ryan, I’m sure, would’ve been right on that after the decision was made. They keep clear of us the whole night until they’re just background like everyone else.

      Sloan’s hand lowers further and further down my back while we sway together until I squirm when he’s inches away from cupping my ass. We’re dancing to one of the last slow songs of the night. At least that’s what the DJ said. “I’m teasing,” he says. For a couple beats, we don’t say anything, but then he muses, “This is way better than last year, isn’t it?” I’m about to agree with him when he continues with, “This year, I get to fulfill my fantasies and dance with you. Last year, I just had to stare from afar while that loser hit on you.” I bite the inside of my cheek as Sloan pulls me close. “I don’t want you to worry about basketball this year, Tessa. The guys and I will take care of everything.”

      “So sexist, Sloan Ivy. I can handle myself.”

      He pulls away, his brow furrowing. “We got you in this position, so we should get you out.”

      His words are so simple, but what actually happened is a lot more complex than that. No matter how much they want to make this right for me, I’m going to do it for myself. Even though this cast has taken most of my focus this year, I need to look beyond that. I need to think about the future. I need to see me getting myself a spot on the team again. Then, I’ll take everything from there.

      Nothing is going to get in my way.
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      At the end of the night, Sloan, Ryan, and a muted Hayes tell me they have to take off. I only have to look at Alec for confirmation that this has to do with the Trials. Over the next two weeks, they’ll probably be sneaking off more and more to put the two recruits through the wringer. Is it wrong that I hope they give extra special attention to Baby O’Brien?

      Alec pulls me to him when they leave. His strong arms wrap around me, and I’m not thinking about basketball anymore at all, I’m just thinking about him. He holds me that way until the lights in the gym come on and reality hits me in the face. The whole night has seemed like a fairy tale. Not only was I there with my guys, but there was no dramatic picture of me shown to the entire student body at RHS. No tears. No running suicides in my homecoming dress. It was just a wonderful night.

      Alec and I have pretty much closed the place down, so he takes my hand and walks me toward the gym doors. Dawn and David are taking cookies from the refreshment table on their way out as the workers are trying to clean everything up. Dawn raises her eyebrows at me as she notices who I ended up with. “Night, night, Tessa!” she yells over her shoulder as she and David leave with their snacks and take off out the door.

      My phone vibrates in the small purse I brought with me. I take it out and stare down at the screen. It’s a text from my mom. I open it and have to laugh at what she’s written. Probably won’t be back tonight. Take care of yourself. Let me know if you need anything.

      Alec, who read the text over my shoulder, says, “I guess your mom really likes that guy she’s seeing.”

      I smile until my face hurts. This is what I would’ve wanted for my mom after Dad left her. She needs to find love again. She’s too good of a person to be alone. “I’m glad,” I tell him, squeezing his hand in mine. “She deserves it.”

      He leads me to his truck and then drives me all the way up the mountain to my house. The only light on is the front porch, so I know my mom’s not here just like she said. I wrap my hand around Alec’s as he leads me up the front steps. “You should come in. If you want, I mean.”

      Nerves tighten my stomach. Alec and I never get a moment alone together. Especially not with baseball going on right now. If I go over to his house, his family is always there, and if he’s at mine, either the guys or my mother are around.

      We no sooner get into the house when Alec twists me around in his arms to face him. His mouth is on mine in an instant, guiding my lips apart, so he can take the kiss as deep as he wants to. I’m barely able to catch my breath, sinking into a sea of Alec with no life vest. “God, I fucking missed you,” he says. He has that same growly hint to his voice from the first time he had to have me, his hands down my pants right outside the locker room.

      I pull my purse strap over my head and drop it on the tile right there while walking him further into the house. I kiss him all the way into the living room until I back him toward the couch. He falls back onto the soft cushions, and I fall right with him, my legs on either side of his. There’s nothing to this dress, so I feel every place our bodies touch, every pass of his hands as he gropes me, pulling me to him like a frantic, love-sick kid.

      He tilts his hips up until I feel his erection. I groan into his mouth. He’s so hard.

      His hand comes up to cup my breast through my dress, and he squeezes. “I can’t stop thinking about you. I swear, this never fucking goes away.”

      I undo the button on his pants and pull the sides apart until he’s poking through his boxers in the empty space I left. I pull on his pants, and he lifts his ass, so we can work them down his thighs. I’m on him again in the next instant, rocking my hips into his with only the thin barriers of boxers and panties between us. His hand moves up my back, then back down, taking my zipper with him. He slips the collar of the dress over my shoulders and down my arms before he pulls the whole thing over my head. He discards the black material on the couch next to us before staring at my body, taking me all in like he has all the time in the world. I work on his shirt next, just unclasping the buttons all the way down and pulling the sides of his shirt apart until his chest and abs are exposed. My fingers travel over him while his moves to my center, sliding over my panties. I grip his shoulders at the contact. “Yes, Alec.”

      “You like my fingers inside you, don’t you?”

      “Mmm,” I moan. “I want something more though.”

      His eyes hood over, secreting away the green depths from me.

      I reach forward, tugging on his boxers. He obliges and then helps me with my panties. After they’re left forgotten on the floor, his hands wrap around my body until he unclasps my bra. My breasts spill out, and for a moment, Alec’s completely enthralled. He tugs on my nipples, making my head fall back. Then his lips surround them, and he sucks, nips, tugs, and licks until I’m rolling my hips against his cock. He’s sitting on the couch like some sort of God, naked from the waist down, but with his shirt still on. Finally, I grip him and move with him until I guide him toward my entrance. He hisses in a breath at our first contact.

      He takes my hips, gripping me as I slide down over him. A cry gets stuck in the back of my throat.

      Alec is inside me. We’re on my couch. Holy shit. I moan long and hard before moving against him. Alec’s lips surround my nipples as I force the pace, rolling my hips into him again and again. Each time I start down this new path with one of them I think it can’t get any better, but it does. With my ex, I thought sex was just something we should do. It was the next step. With my Ballers, it’s everything. I crave it. I can almost feel myself turning into a completely different person when they’re inside me. Stronger, more powerful. I usually only feel like this out on the court during games.

      “So tight,” Alec says on a harsh breath. “Jesus, baby.”

      “So fucking hard,” I pant back.

      “Yes, just like that.” His hands on my ass are only there to steady me. He lets me do everything, taking from him what I need. I can feel every hard ridge as I slide down over him, the perfect impalement. “Jesus,” he groans. “And your tits, too.”

      My breath catches. His teeth tease my nipple then he licks the sting away, softening the bite ever so slightly.

      “I can’t wait to feel you come around me,” Alec says, his voice an earnest whisper. “You’re the first girl I masturbated to, right about the time you got these,” he says, cupping my breasts in his large palms. “The year Ryan told us all about kissing you. Fuck me, I wanted that to be me. I wanted it so bad.”

      My mouth drops, sighing, my orgasm builds inside me at his confession. My toes curl. At the last moment, he guides me down over him hard, and I scream out his name. His fingers dig into me as I clench around him. He steadies his breath until I come down, wrapping my arms around him and squeezing. What he just told me is a precious gift. To know that he liked me back then, too. I don’t have words, but my heart swells all the same.

      He lowers me onto the couch, still seated inside. He watches my face as he strokes his hard length into my core. His hands clasp my cheeks as he peppers kisses over my lips until he shudders, releasing himself inside me. He drops his forehead to mine, thrusting toward me with short pumps until he lets out a breath. “Holy shit.”

      He could say that again.

      He stays there with me even after he pulls out. He turns on his side, and I move into his arms. I know we should probably get up and get dressed in case my mom comes home, but I can’t bring myself to move now that I’m encased in his arms. I’m in and out of sleep. Every time I open my eyes, he’s still there, wrapped around me, and my eyes close once more.

      I’m not sure how long we stay that way, but we’re awoken by my phone ringing in the hallway. My heart crashes against my chest, and then I’m on my feet in the next instant, even though drowsiness is pulling back against me. Alec moves too. He practically jumps off the couch and starts pulling his clothes on as I run to the phone. I unzip the purse, and curse when I see it’s my mom. “It’s my mom,” I call out, my heart in my throat.

      Alec curses as I answer the phone, trying to make my voice sound as normal as possible. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hey, are you okay? You sound funny. Scared. Did something happen?”

      I try to laugh it off. “Just watching a scary movie by myself. You know what that does to me.”

      She laughs at that, and I only hope she can’t tell that I’m lying. “Well, I was just checking in on you, wanting to make sure you were okay. I don’t think I’ll be home tonight, so you can stay home if you want, or I’m sure you can spend the night at your father’s.”

      God help me. Of course Ryan filters through my head when she mentions spending the night at Dad’s. I wonder if he’s back from the Trials. Hell, I don’t even know what time it is. “Okay,” I tell her. “I’ll see…see what I feel like. Have fun.”

      “Night, Tess. See you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning.”

      I turn when I say it and watch as Alec’s face visibly relaxes. As soon as I end the call, he says, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to stay like this. My parents are probably freaking out.”

      He reaches for his phone in his pocket and quickly responds to a text. “Is it your mom?” I ask him.

      He nods. “Just wanting to know where I am…an hour ago.”

      I close my eyes. “Sorry.”

      He casts the phone aside and pulls me to him again. He’s clothed now, but I’m not. He looks down the length of my body. “Do not apologize.” He curves his hand around my ear. “One of the best nights of my entire life.”

      I’m about to melt into a pile of goo when both our phones go off. Alec reluctantly reaches toward his on the couch, and I grab mine as well. It’s a picture message in one of our group texts with my other Ballers. I bring it up, and once I see what it is, my jaw drops. Alec slaps the couch, laughing out loud in a way I’ve never heard him before.

      “What the hell?”

      The next message comes from Hayes. From me to you, Tessa.

      “He didn’t,” I say, my jaw practically hitting the floor

      “Oh, he did,” Alec says. “Why am I not surprised?”

      I can’t look away from the screen nor can I keep the goofy smile off my face. It’s mean to smile about this, but I also feel a sense of justice pour over me. River O’Brien got just what he deserves.

      The picture on my screen is of him with a dick drawn on his face, the head butting up against his lips with the words “I suck” scrawled across his forehead. His face is red, his mouth twisted into an angry scowl. There’s the peek of a sneaker near his neck like someone’s holding him down for the picture—forcefully.

      I text Hayes a bunch of hearts. Enough to fill three lines before putting my phone down and looking at Alec. “I can’t believe he did that.”

      Alec snickers. “I can. We had no idea they were going to do that to you last year, you know. Last year…” He swallows. “I’m not going to pretend that I didn’t go along with it because I did, obviously, so I don’t know if it makes any difference to tell you we didn’t know.”

      I shrug. I don’t like talking about before. I’m not even sure if I should be happy River got what was coming to him. I think he’ll do just about anything his older brother tells him to. Now, if only they’d drawn a dick on Lake’s face, but I know they won’t. They’re putting up a united front right now for the Trials and other basketball related activities, so there won’t be any of that.

      You should’ve seen Lake’s face. This text is from Sloan. I had to turn my phone back over to read it, and those words bring another smile to my face.

      Well, that gives me enough satisfaction for now.

      Alec smiles down at his screen too. “Hayes doesn’t want anything to do with those two, so he’s going to make their lives a living hell.”

      I knew there was a reason I liked that guy. “All of it deserved,” I say.

      He locks eyes with me. “Absolutely.”

      There’s a shadow there, too, though. A shadow that tells me he thinks he deserves punishment for his part in what they did as well. It’s hard to keep my gaze locked on his when I know he feels that way.
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      The next morning, my mom comes home, and it’s as if she’s her own sun. She seems to be walking around on cloud nine after her night, which makes me want to jump up and down. I haven’t talked to her about her guy too much, and she hasn’t brought him up to me often either. I’m fine with that. Sometimes you just want to keep those thoughts to yourself. Plus, what is she supposed to do? Have girl talk with her teenage daughter? She tells me she has plans for today, too, so I don’t have any guilt when Alec pulls up in his truck to drive me to the school for the parade and homecoming game.

      He’s decided to ride on the float this year because he doesn’t want River and Lux to get off easy by not having to pull five guy’s weight around. As soon as Dawn and David show up to stand with me, he takes off to meet up with the other Ballers who had to be there early. I know from experience last year that the parade route is actually really short. It may not seem like it when you’re pulling a float, but it is.

      The parade doesn’t last all that long, and the Ballers’ float is one of the last ones. I see them coming from all the way down the street. There’s a big gap between their float and the truck ahead of them. It’s easy to see Lux and River pulling it, the strain on their faces, and the muscles in their legs bulging with the exertion.

      People in the crowd start yelling, “Pull, pull!” Maybe they did that last year, too, but I was so focused that I can’t remember. I clap my hands with everyone else and pop up on my tiptoes. When they get closer, I focus on my guys, perched up on that float looking like the royalty they are. Just before they get to me, Hayes rises from his chair. He comes to the side of the float and points at me. I wave at him with a smile, but then he beckons me forward. When I don’t budge, he waves me forward again. “Get over here.”

      I look at him like he’s crazy because he is.

      “Come on,” Sloan says, urging me on.

      Dawn pushes me forward, so now I’m out in the middle of the street. Hayes leans over, his arm outstretched. I put my good hand in his, and he grips it fiercely before tugging me right up on the float like I weigh as much as a feather. People in the crowd seem to clap harder. I don’t know if it’s just my imagination or not, but with Hayes’s hands on my shoulders, I stare out and wave to everybody. He leaves me next to Sloan who gets up from his chair and guides me down into the seat he just vacated. He stands next to me, his hands on my shoulders.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Hayes saunter toward the edge of the float. At first, I can’t really hear him, but then I home in on what he’s saying, and the crowd noise disintegrates around us. “Do you see that, O’Brien? Tessa Dale’s on our float. She’s one of us. You’re pulling her around like you should be because you’re nothing compared to her. Nothing.” He straightens, a scowl fixed on his face. Then, his voice booms out for everyone to hear. “Move faster, the both of you! This is embarrassing. The truck in front of us is already at the school. Come on. Show us you want it!”

      I smile at Hayes’s back. He doesn’t look around again, taking up sentry in the front of the float with his arms crossed. I do feel daggers into my side though. I ignore the look I’m sure I’m getting from Lake and smile and wave at everybody like I deserve to be there. I’m so happy I wore my RHS shirt today, and while we waited for the parade to start, Dawn used red paint to write RHS on my cheeks and then dumped about a tablespoon of glitter to decorate my face.

      River and Lux finally get us to the parking lot, and we pull up near the spot where me, Matt, and Shawn stopped last time. When we get there, they’re both dead from exhaustion. I know River’s in good shape, but I’m also sure the Ballers put them through their paces yesterday during the first Trial day.

      Sloan squeezes my shoulder, then moves toward the side to jump off. He reaches back for me. “My queen?”

      I giggle. I swear I don’t mean to, but the sentiment kind of works. I’ve always thought of the Ballers as the kings of Rockport High and now that I’m with them, I could be their queen. I certainly felt like it on top of the float having everyone smile and clap for us.

      River and Lux fall to the grass, rubbing their muscles. The ballers made them decorate the float this year because Rhonda and her cronies straight up refused to even though they’ve done it all the other years. I hope Rhonda saw Hayes pull me up onto the float. I’m sure she hated every second of it.

      Like last year, the Ballers walk off toward the stands to take their places in the bleachers, leaving River and Lux to take the decorations off. Lake hangs back with them though, urging them to get up and walk because it’ll be better for them if they do. In front of me, Hayes walks with his shoulders back and his chin in the air. I could kiss him for bringing me up onto the float. He seems determined to show everyone what he thinks about me, and that he won’t put up with shit if anyone else feels differently.

      Dawn catches up to us and nudges me with her hip. “You said I could sit with you, remember?”

      “Of course,” I tell her.

      We get into the stands, sitting in the roped off area that’s for basketball players only. When Lake sees that I’m there and Dawn, he looks like he wants to say something, but he knows it’ll be a losing battle because the rest of the Ballers are already sitting beside me, and they haven’t kicked Dawn nor I out yet. When River and Lux finally climb up the stands toward us, Hayes stops them. He pulls a five-dollar bill out of his wallet. “Dale’s hungry. She wants nachos and a soda.”

      Dawn turns toward me, her brows pulled together. “Are you hungry?”

      I shrug and smile. “I guess I am now.”

      River’s gaze flicks from Hayes to his brother, which pisses Hayes off. “Did you hear me, Baby O’Brien? I said get Tessa some nachos and a Pepsi. I’ll be watching you like a hawk, so if you do anything to the food, consider yourself off the team already. Lux, you can sit.”

      I bite down on my lip to keep from smiling even wider. River takes the five-dollar bill from Hayes and immediately turns, starting down the stands, but Hayes stops him again.

      “Baby O’Brien.” His feet stop moving. The side of his face is all red like he’s had to scrub it recently, and I know all about that. It was so hard to get the permanent marker off my face when they did the same thing to me. “The correct response is, ‘Yes, Ice Man’.”

      River’s jaw clenches.

      Hayes waits expectantly. I can see River’s jaw tense, and I wonder if he felt like he would skate through this because Lake’s his brother. “I’m waiting,” Hayes says.

      “Yes, Ice Man,” River says, his voice hard.

      This is the most I’ve ever heard Hayes talk in public. He was up there yelling at the guys in the parade right in front of everyone. He’s talking shit to River. Usually, I think he’d let Ryan or one of the other Ballers take point on this, but he has a vendetta, a purpose with these Trials. He really wants to make River pay, and by default, Lake too.

      A smile spreads across Hayes’s face as River stomps down the stands. He watches him the entire way to the snack stand. I know if he even thinks River touches my food, he’ll run down there and kick his ass and make sure he doesn’t make the team this year or possibly every year. He does have some pull, considering he’s living with Coach right now.

      After a few minutes, River comes back up the stands with nachos and a can of soda. He goes to hand the nachos and drink to Hayes, but Hayes points to me. River’s throat works as he moves up a step, his gaze focusing on me. I go to take them from him, but Hayes says, “Tell her, ‘Thanks, Miss Dale’.”

      River’s eyes flash. Even I think Hayes might be taking it a little too far, but I also remember the skirt of fear that enveloped me when River and his brother held me down. I didn’t know what they were going to do to me. They had complete control over me, and now that’s what Hayes has over River, and he’s not going to let it go easily.

      River clears his throat. “Thanks, Miss Dale.”

      It’s not the truest thank you I’ve ever heard, but I nod at him and accept the nachos and soda anyway. River moves away after looking at his brother, almost looking like he might sit with him, but Lake gives a quick shake of his head. Instead, he goes to sit next to Lux who’s on the bleacher behind me, but Ryan turns. “O’Brien, outside of the tape.”

      I bite down on my lip to keep from laughing.

      “Are you serious?” Lake finally asks. His face is caught somewhere between being angry and surprised. He probably thought his brother would get off easy, too.

      Oh well.

      “You’re lucky we don’t make you sit on the outside after what you did to one of our own,” Hayes says blankly. “It’s all about team, right, Lake? River’s not on the team yet, and you should have to prove yourself worthy again.”

      Just like last year, other people in the crowd start to look our way. River sits on the bench I sat on last year, apart from everyone. That I don’t feel sorry for one bit. Maybe Lake will see what they’re doing to his brother and realize what they did to me last year.

      Ryan watches Lake for a long time. I wonder if he’s marinating over the idea of sending Lake to sit with his brother. It would serve him right, but it’s also counterproductive to what we’re trying to accomplish at the moment. Sure, it’s fun getting back at them, but we need to be able to work with one another during the season. We need wins. We need scholarships.

      Dawn and I share the nachos and soda all while I explain football to her. By the end, she gets most of it or at least she pretends to. She mostly just cheers like crazy whenever David’s hands even touch the ball, whether he catches the pass or not. Even better, though, is when Rockport wins with a catch from David who runs the ball in for a touchdown. Dawn stands and screams, and when the time runs out, she runs down the bleacher stands and hits the gate, jumping up and down. David whips his helmet off, his hair plastered to his head with sweat. After celebrating with his team, he runs over to her and kisses her full on the mouth. They’re all over each other in public, making me think I have an idea how they’re going to spend the rest of their day.

      As predicted, Alec stands first. “River, Lux, you have to help me with the flatbed.”

      Last year, this was the first time Alec and I connected. I saw another side of him while we dropped the flatbed off at his house, and since then, he shows me more and more. I look over at Lake for comparison. When I see him, I don’t know if there is another side of him other than the asshole part he plays so well. It’s apparent he loves his brother. I know his dad brought him to camp, and for some reason, I don’t think his mother is around anymore. I don’t know if they just got divorced and she doesn’t see them, or if she passed away. I’m not sure what Lake’s full story is. Not that it matters. It doesn’t explain away his assholishness.

      “Any other Trials stuff on today?” I ask as families and students alike file down the bleachers along with Alec, River, and Lux. Lake stands and leaves now too. He doesn’t bother saying anything when he does, just jogs to catch up with River as they walk toward the parking lot.

      Ryan shakes his head, only giving Lake a cursory glance before turning his attention back to us. “No, we figure the recruits do enough the night before and with the homecoming game.”

      “How nice of you,” I deadpan.

      He shrugs smugly. “We’re not that heartless.”

      “Well, my mom’s off somewhere with her new boyfriend today. You guys can come over to swim if you want.”

      “Can’t,” Sloan says. “Mom and Dad are making me go to a dinner at the club house.” He looks over at me. “I’d invite you if I could.”

      That probably means he asked his mom and she said no. At least Sloan’s independent and doesn’t care what his parents think. “It’s okay,” I tell him.

      Ryan rubs the back of his neck. “I promised my mom we’d hang out today. We haven’t done anything just her and I in a long time.”

      He looks like he wants to call his mom up and tell her he can’t, so I say, “It’s no big deal. You should hang out with your mom.”

      “Your dad won’t be there,” he says quickly. “He had to drive into the city for some meeting today. I’m not sure what for.”

      He’d already told me that. My dad’s actually been doing a good job of keeping me apprised of things that are going on. I can imagine him at the breakfast or dinner table with Ryan and Leslie and as soon as he tells them what he’s doing, he pulls his phone out to make sure he tells me the same thing too. I appreciate his effort.

      “I’ll swim,” Hayes says. “Or just hang out. Whatever you want.”

      A butterfly breaks free in my stomach and starts flapping. Whatever I want? This could get interesting. And exciting.

      Ryan stands, car keys in his hand. “Let’s go then. I’ll drive you two to Tessa’s.”

      We thank him and follow him and Sloan to the parking lot. It really freaking sucks not being able to drive. I have to get an x-ray again on Monday, so hopefully when the doctor reads them, he tells me I can get this damn thing off. It’s starting to itch underneath and just be uncomfortable. I’m ready to have my hand back.

      I hug and kiss Sloan goodbye, telling him to text me later to let me know how dinner went. Ryan I say goodbye to in my driveway while Hayes waits by the front door. Then, the Ice Man and I walk in together. He doesn’t even have his swim trunks on him, and I can’t go swimming either, so that activity is out of the question. When we get inside, I take him to the kitchen and grab every snack we have in there like I’ve seen the guys do when they’re at Ryan’s before leading him into the living room. “We can watch whatever you want,” I tell him.

      He eyes me. “Seriously?” His lips pull apart. “That’s not how this works, Tessa.”

      My gaze meets his cautiously. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re supposed to force me to watch some girlie movie or something.”

      “A girlie movie?” I question. Has he met me before? “What? Like The Notebook? Or Titanic? Or some other romance movie you’ll probably sleep through?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, I guess. I happen to like Titanic though.”

      I do too, but I keep my love of romance movies to myself. I happen to like everything. I’m just as comfortable watching curling as I am the new Terminator movie or a teenage drama. Mainly I think I just like stories. Sports is a story. Teams have their own tales as well as the individual players. I love it when the announcers talk about a player’s history, so I can see how they got to where they are. It’s the same as a movie except maybe robot people aren’t trying to kill them.

      I pull the coffee table with all of our snacks piled on it toward the couch. Or, I at least try to. Hayes sees what I’m about to do and playfully peels my fingers from the wood and does it for me. Then, he sits on the couch and drags me right next to him before looking through the snacks and grabbing a bag of chips. Shortly after that, I realize I didn’t grab any drinks, so I ask Hayes what he wants and then go in search of it in the kitchen.

      When I get back, his head is lowered, and his brows are pulled together. I approach him cautiously. “What’s the matter?”

      He looks up then, shaking his head. “Nothing.” He tries to play it off, but I know there’s something bothering him.

      I eye him for a second. “Thanks for doing all that for me today. Embarrassing River, pulling me onto the float.” I burst out into a laugh. “Especially the dick on River’s face. It was cool.”

      He shrugs. “You deserve all of it, and since they’re making me take part in this bullshit, I decided I was going to have a little fun.”

      I inch closer. “I’m sure Lake’s not very happy.”

      A genuine, winning smile pulls Hayes’s lips apart. “He looked downright pissed when I held his brother down to draw the dick on his face yesterday.”

      I laugh again at that. I can just imagine Hayes spread over him. He’s so much bigger than River that I’m sure there’s no way River would’ve been able to get Hayes off him. Not that he could have anyway. It’s Trials. River’s probably too scared to do anything to piss them off because he doesn’t know what it will mean for his spot on the team. It was the same for me. If he was paying attention last year, he knows he should be scared. The Ballers have pull.

      I settle back next to Hayes on the couch, comfortable in the crook of his arm while I put on the horror movie that Netflix has been trying to get me to watch for the past month.

      Hayes and I end up watching three movies back-to-back, wound up in one another’s arms and hearts, laughing at inappropriate times and pretending not to notice when the other gets scared. Well, it’s mostly him pretending not to notice when I get scared, but you get the idea.

      It’s a perfect day.
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      I get out of school on Monday morning because Mom and Dad take me to get an x-ray on my wrist to see how it’s progressing. When we get back to the school afterward, I’m almost happy to be out of the car and away from them. It’s not that they weren’t cordial to one another, but that’s as far as it went. It was like wading through a cloud of fake where the tension rains down on you. The weight of their insincerity toward one another kept dragging me down. I know they both want to be there for me in times like this, but I hope there comes a day when they can both be in the same vicinity as one another and care enough to act normal.

      They drop me off during my lunch period, so I walk right past my locker and head toward the cafeteria. The temperature has dropped lately, so we’ve been eating inside for the most part, taking back the old Baller lunch table, forcing Lake and his crew away. It was a silent takeover, which surprises me. Maybe Lake actually doesn’t want to start shit either now that they’re working together again.

      A strong hand grips my good wrist. If it weren’t for the bite of the fingernails into my skin, I would’ve thought it was one of my Ballers. They know I’m coming because I texted them when we pulled into the parking lot. The hand forces me to stop and then whips me around. River O’Brien stands in front of me. His eyes are like ice, rivaling Hayes for his nickname. “You bitch,” he seethes.

      My cast hand grips his on instinct, trying to peel his fingers from me. “Get off me, River.”

      “You think I’m going to let that shit slide from Saturday? You think I’m going to wait on you, call you ‘Miss Dale’, and not do something about it?”

      “Yeah, I do,” I tell him. “Because I had to do the same shit last year. You want to be on the team? Grow the fuck up.”

      His eyes blaze, and his hold on me tightens. “Why does my brother hate you so much? Tell me.”

      I finally pry his grip from me, but he’s left red indentations on my skin. “You’ll have to ask him. I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

      His gaze turns suspicious. “I have asked him. He won’t tell me. Did you guys date or something? At camp. Maybe you cheated on him?”

      “Are you insane?” I ask, taking a step back and letting a bout of laughter roll through me. “I wouldn’t touch your brother.”

      “Then what is it? It has to be something.” He takes a step closer to me.

      “Fucking ask him. I didn’t have a problem with your brother until he started to fuck with me, and I don’t have a problem with you either, unless you follow in his little bitch footsteps.”

      He studies me up and down. “I think there’s something both of you aren’t saying. It’s got to be more than you playing for the boys’ team.”

      “O’Brien,” a voice calls out. It isn’t one of my guys, but I do recognize it. Coach Bradley comes out of his office, his hands crossed over his chest. “What’s this?”

      River turns toward him, crossing his hands over his chest to match Coach’s stance. His shoulders lift casually. “Nothing.”

      Coach swings his gaze toward me. “Dale?”

      “Baby O’Brien was just asking me why his brother hates me so much. I told him he’d have to ask his brother that.”

      Coach shrugs. “Sounds like a reasonable answer.” He looks over at River whose jaw is ticking. “Do you find that answer acceptable?”

      “I—”

      I interrupt him. There’s no way I’m going to let River spin this story. Fuck him. “Actually, he didn’t find it acceptable, Coach, but you don’t need to do anything about it. Little River doesn’t scare me.”

      Coach nods. “Hear you loud and clear, Dale. You just let me know if you need anything, okay? I’m sure River will be happy to know that we take bullying and threatening very seriously here at RHS.”

      “I’m sure he is happy to know that, Sir.”

      I brush past River and head toward the cafeteria. Fucking little shit. If my wrist was better, I’d think about smacking him over the head. He’s just trying to play big and bad like his brother, but there’s no way he has it in him to do what Lake did to me.

      On my way into the cafeteria, Ryan starts walking out. When he sees me, he stops, but his gaze goes beyond me, too. He must see River standing there because his gaze narrows. “Any trouble?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “I don’t want you handling anything,” he tells me, his voice gravelly. I walk right past him. He reaches out, grabbing onto my arm. He just happens to hit one of the indentations River pressed into my wrist, so I cringe. Ryan takes my hand and looks down. “He did this to you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “It’s a simple question, Tessa.”

      “Yes, Ryan.” I sigh. “He did that to me, but it was really nothing because River is just a fucking punk kid trying to be like his brother.”

      His jaw ticks, and his body relaxes. “Don’t worry, we’ll make him pay.”

      I level my gaze at him.

      “I won’t touch him…physically,” he says. “But he has suicides in his future. A lot of them.”

      “Now that sounds like a good idea.”

      Ryan snakes his hand around my shoulders, and we walk to our shared lunch table. Hayes has a tray full of food in front of my empty seat already. “How did the x-ray go?”

      The whole table is looking at me now, waiting for my response. “Fine. They’re being sent to the L.A. doctor, so we should know something by tonight or tomorrow.”

      Dawn gives me a half grin. “I have a good feeling this time. I think you’re getting your cast off soon.”

      I sit, placing the now worn cast on the table next to the tray Hayes got for me, but it feels as if my skin is burning underneath the plaster, so I drop it to my lap instead. “I hope so.” The sooner I can get into therapy, get this healed, and start shooting again, the better off I’ll be. I still have to make the team this year. I don’t have to go through Trials because that’s for new sign-ups, but I have to try out. I still have to prove myself to them in order to get this year’s Warrior jersey.

      Ryan and the rest of my Ballers exchange a look. Lunch isn’t even half over, but they all—barring Alec—stand as one unit. “We’ll see you later, Tessa,” Sloan says. When I look up at him, really look at him, his face is sallow and there are bags under his eyes again.

      My jaw clamps shut. Something’s going down in the Ivy house, and it’s affecting him. “Sloan…” I call out, but they’re already heading toward Lake’s table. He’s sitting on the end with Rhonda draping herself all over him. River is across from him with his Freshman girlfriend, and Lux is there, too.

      When Lake sees them coming, he stands. There’s a brief exchange of words. Very brief. Then, all the guys plus Lux and River walk out.

      Dawn whistles. I don’t blame her. It feels like the tension in the room rose about a hundred clicks. “Trial thing?”

      David laughs. “No rest for them, I guess.”

      The same thing happened last year, too. I make sure to look at River. Ryan is about to make good on his promise of suicides. When he does, River will be a freaking sweaty mess for the rest of the day. I’m sure his girlfriend won’t want to come near him afterward.

      Right before last period, I check my cell phone that I keep in my locker and notice I have a text from my dad. I go to look at it, but I hear my name being called down the hall. When I look up, my dad’s there, walking toward me. “Tessa, we got to go.”

      “What?” I step out from around my locker door.

      “The doctor called,” he said. There’s a wide smile on his face. “You can get your cast off. I got us flights in two hours. Come on. Where’s Ryan?”

      I blink at him. “Wait, what? My cast?”

      My dad beams down at me. “That’s right, Pumpkin. He okayed getting it off. I got you an appointment for tomorrow morning, so we have to leave tonight. Come on. Grab your stuff.”

      I grip my locker door to steady myself, a smile parting my lips. I close my eyes for a second. This is great news. The best news. There’s still a week left of Trials and then tryouts are after that. This might be enough time to work on things, strengthen my muscles, get back into playing shape. Of course, it all just depends on how my wrist is when I get this freaking thing off.

      Dad closes his hand around my shoulder. “I’m going to the office to have them call Ryan. I forgot you kids can’t have your cells in class.” He goes to walk away, but then he turns. “Your mom can’t come this time, Pumpkin, but Leslie and Ryan are coming with us. Don’t worry, it’ll be just you and me at the appointment if that’s what you want.”

      My throat closes. Ryan’s coming with us to L.A.? I…think I can get behind this.

      I pull my cell phone out and send my Ballers plus Dawn a group message that I’m getting my cast off. The responses are almost immediate. We’re switching classes right now, so we’re allowed to have our cell phones out.

      Sloan’s the first to come running around the corner. He runs right up to me, grips my hips, and hikes me in the air. “That’s great, Daddy’s Girl!”

      Hayes is next. He’s there when Sloan puts me on my feet. He grips my shoulders when I turn toward him. His lips are curling at the corners into a devilish grin. “Send us updates, okay?”

      “Of course,” I tell him. My stomach erupts in butterflies. It feels like things are finally coming together. It’s either I have the Ballers, or I have basketball. Now, maybe I can have both at the same time.

      I see Alec walking up behind Hayes with a huge smile on his face. He comes over and gives me a warm hug. “Best news I heard all day,” he says in my ear, sending a shiver through me.

      The overhead speaker crackles before the receptionist calls Ryan Linc to the office. The guys’ brows pull together, but I tell them my dad’s in there and that Ryan and Leslie are going with us to L.A.

      Sloan rubs his chin, then taps his pointer finger there while he thinks. “Okay, we got this. We’ll take over Trial stuff. It’s good Ryan will be there with you.”

      “Don’t worry about anything here,” Alec says, squeezing my arm.

      My mouth drops. “Shit, you have a game tonight,” I say.

      He shakes his head at me. “Come on. This is important. These losers can come cheer me on. I’ll text you afterward to tell you how much we win by.”

      My grin spreads. Oh so confident. He deserves it though.

      After a moment, Dad and Ryan walk up behind them. Ryan looks at the group, and the guys nod, telling him they know he’s going with us and they got everything covered. It’s like I speak boy now. But that’s not completely right, I just speak Baller.

      I’m not sure why my dad’s bringing Ryan and Leslie. It’s not as if he and I can’t go by ourselves, but for whatever reason, he must want them there.

      I think I’m okay with that…only because Ryan’s coming. If it was just Leslie instead of my mom, I’d be saying something about now.

      “I’ll text you guys,” Ryan calls out as we walk toward the exit.

      When we get beyond the glass doors, Ryan’s fingers graze my arm. “You happy?”

      “You have no idea.”

      I jump into the passenger seat with Dad even though I briefly think about getting in the back with Ryan, but that would be too weird.

      When we’re on our way up the mountain, Dad glances at Ryan through the rearview mirror. “Your mom’s throwing stuff in a bag for us to take. Tess, your mom’s going to have yours ready. We’ll drop you off on the way through, grab Leslie, and then pick you up on the way back.”

      “Sounds good,” I tell him. Excitement grows until I can barely keep it contained.

      When he slows to a stop outside my house, I jump out of the SUV and run inside. My mom’s there waiting for me in the doorway. She throws her arms around me. “Aww, baby. I’m so, so happy for you.” She squeezes me tight. “This is great news. The doctor loved what he saw in the x-rays.” Her face is flush. Her eyes are a little watery. She pulls the bag she packed for me around. “You’re only going to be gone for one night, so I just threw in two changes of clothes, your toothbrush, deodorant, you know, the essentials. Oh, also your cell phone charger so you can text me everything.”

      I look through the bag quickly to make sure everything I need is in there. When I’m satisfied it’s set, I stand. “How come you’re not coming, Mom?”

      She shrugs and looks to the floor. “Your dad’s the best at this stuff, Tess. I’m just there, usually. I’m going to let him do his thing this time. I’ll be here for you when you get back.”

      I bite my lip. “Did something happen?”

      She shakes her head adamantly. “No. Everything’s fine. I promise. He asked me to come, but I know you can handle it. You don’t need me there. Unless you want me there? I’ll buy a ticket.”

      There’s really no sense in that, I guess. Maybe she wants the house to herself for a day. Probably to spend with her new boyfriend. Or maybe she’s telling the truth. “No, it’s okay, Mom. I’m fine as long as you’re okay.”

      She smiles wide, and I have no doubt that she’s being honest. She hugs me to her again. “I can’t wait to see you without that damn cast on.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      A car pulls into the driveway. Damn. Dad wasn’t kidding when he said we had to be on our way. I kiss Mom on the cheek, promising to text her when we land. Then, I walk out to the SUV and get in the car behind Leslie. Ryan is on the seat next to me. His hand reaches over and squeezes mine while my dad does a three-point turn in the driveway to drive right back out onto the road.

      “Isn’t this so exciting?” Leslie asks. She turns around in her seat and flashes me a pearly white grin.

      I haven’t thought about her previous job much. I don’t think bad of her at all. If I do think about it, it’s to muse how I can totally see why she would be the perfect high-priced escort. She’s pretty. She’s fashionable. She’s exactly the kind of lady some big wig would want on his arm to wow his guests or business partners with.

      My phone buzzes, pulling me out of my thoughts. I notice Ryan pulls his phone out too, so it must be a text on our group thread. Anyone else want to kick Ryan in the balls for taking Tessa away from us? It’s from Sloan. My phone buzzes again as I’m reading it. Oh shit. I sent that to the group thread. Oops.

      I laugh. Ryan taps away on his phone with a smirk. Keep talking, dickhead.

      I catch Ryan’s eye and smile. It feels like there’s a gap the size of the city between us for how far apart we are on the seat. We do talk though. He asks me about the upcoming physical therapy I’ll have to go through and tells me he’ll do anything he can to help.

      I can see my dad smiling in the rearview mirror. “Good,” I tell him. “Because I want to start right away.”

      “We’ll do whatever the doctor says,” my dad answers, lifting an eyebrow at me.

      “Well, yeah, of course,” I say. Then, I look at Ryan and shake my head, giving him an exaggerated no.

      Dad laughs. “Oh great. If those two are going to be on the same side, it’s going to be two versus two, Leslie. We just lost the upper hand.”

      My cheeks heat. If he only knew we’re way past being on just the same side.
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      We land in L.A., and before they even open the airplane door, I send a text to my mom letting her know we’ve made it safe. Then, I go to the group thread my Ballers and I have and tell them that Ryan and I just landed in L.A. Ryan’s sleeping next to me. I poke him in the side, and he blinks awake. He stretches, his shirt pulling up so I can ogle the hard planes of his abs. I look away right after because the last thing I need is for Dad or Leslie to see me checking him out.

      Dad rents us a car, and within an hour, we’re at the same hotel we stayed at when we went to see the doctor before. Dad gets us a two-bedroom suite for the night, the only room they had available large enough to fit us all. He and Leslie briefly talked about getting two rooms, one for them and one for us, but they quickly vetoed that idea when the lady brought up the suite.

      When we get into the room, Dad and Leslie claim the main room, and then tell us to fight over the bedroom. Instead of fighting, Ryan goes right over to the couch, which pulls out into a queen-sized sleeper, and sets his bag down next to it.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I tell him, following him that way. Dad and Leslie are already in their room, but I keep my voice down anyway.

      He eyes me. “If you think I’m going to make you sleep on a pull-out bed, you’re insane. You are still in a cast, you know, and even if you weren’t, you wouldn’t be sleeping on this.”

      I drop my bag and sit next to him on the couch. Sometimes when Ryan acts nice, it still floors me. The Ryan from before probably would’ve claimed both beds and told me to sleep on the damn floor, cast or not. I nibble on my lip then turn toward him. “Is it me or did Sloan look tired to you today?”

      He freezes for a second and then relaxes. I think that reaction is an automatic tic for him. He’s not used to others knowing their secrets, so he clams up until he realizes it’s me who’s asking and I’m safe to share things with. Ryan runs a hand through his hair. “He looks freaking exhausted. He hasn’t said much, but I’m guessing the dinner on Saturday didn’t go well. It probably went terrible. His parents are pieces of shit who could care less about Sloan except for what he’ll do for their family name. They don’t ever make it to regular games, but I bet you’ll see them at Championships if we make it.”

      “When we make it,” I correct.

      Leslie giggles in the other room. I peek back at their door and rub the back of my neck. I know my dad’s done some fucked up shit, but I’ve never lost sleep over what he’s done, not like Sloan. “I feel bad for him.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t ever say that to his face,” Ryan says. Then, he smirks. “Though, he might let you slide. I’ve never seen him act around a girl the way he does when he’s with you. The same goes for all of them.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I don’t know if he wants me to respond to that, or even what I would say if I did respond.

      He looks over at me. “I guess that’s why I don’t mind sharing you with them.” He reaches out cautiously and tugs on my ponytail that’s lying over my shoulder. “I know I get jealous, and if I had to pick them or me for you, it would be me every damn time, but those guys deserve to feel the same way I feel around you. And I know they do. If they didn’t, I wouldn’t let them continue this.”

      My throat clogs for a second. It’s like there’s a basketball there that I can’t get dislodged. The area at the back of my neck tingles. I guess I hadn’t thought about what the others’ thoughts were about me being with all of them. I want to tell him how nice what he just said was, but I can’t get my tongue to work in my mouth. It’s useless.

      Ryan’s gray eyes focus on me. “I always knew you were something special, Tessa. Maybe that’s why I wanted you and didn’t want you at the same time. I know you don’t want us to keep talking about what we put you through, and trust me, I wish I could forget it too. Actually, I wish I could go back and change things, and make it so I never did and said those things to you. But sometimes what happened works its way into my brain when you look at me, and I can’t even believe that you’re standing right next to us after everything. That’s how I know it’s meant to be all of us instead of me stealing you away forever…though the thought has crossed my mind.”

      My lip quirks up. I understand exactly what he means. I always thought we were connected somehow. Something that I can’t place into words, and if I did, it would sound overly poetic and like a bunch of bullshit unless you were in my shoes feeling the feelings I feel. The only thing I’ve never been able to figure out though: Lake. “Can I ask you a question?”

      His hand drops to my leg to squeeze my thigh. “Anything.”

      “What happened to Lake’s mom?”

      Ryan looks away sharply. His jaw ticks before he says, “She died when he was a kid. An aneurysm while she slept. His aunt used to help their father out a lot, but now that he and River are older, it’s just his dad usually.”

      “Does his dad know about Lake’s pill problem?”

      Ryan shakes his head. “Lake is an excellent liar. He can play it cool like no one else. He can be high as a kite and you wouldn’t even know it. The self-control he has on some things is mind-blowing.” He blinks, then looks up at me from behind lowered lashes. “You probably would’ve liked him.”

      I squirm on the stiff hotel sofa cushion. I just don’t like the way those words feel on my skin. Like sandpaper…or roaches crawling over me.

      “I know you probably won’t ever feel this way now, but Lake—deep down—is one of the best people I know. I used to see more of the best in him, and I can’t even say that it’s just the pills that changed who he is. It started out gradually, so I didn’t notice it at first. Hell, I didn’t even notice it until you came around. I didn’t notice the fact that he was so angry all the time. I didn’t notice the little things he did to people that were so hurtful. I didn’t notice his manipulation of the people around him. I still saw the kid on the court with me when we were nine. The one who helped me back up when one of the older kids pushed me down.” Ryan shakes his head like he can’t believe so much has changed.

      I grit my teeth at the picture he’s just painted for me. I can’t imagine Lake helping anyone up, physically or figuratively. The only person he cares about is himself, the Ballers, and his brother. “Why do you think he threatened to say something about your mom then? That was low.”

      Ryan sighs. “We talked about that. We’re not getting chummy or anything, so don’t think that, but it boils down to him getting scared he’s lost everything because he doesn’t like you.”

      So, it’s my fault he was going to tell everyone about Ryan’s mom? Of course it was. “Have you asked him what it is about me that he can’t stand? Does he just hate women or something?”

      “He denies that it’s anything more than you coming to RHS to take his spot.”

      There’s just something about that excuse that isn’t sitting well with me anymore. “Do you believe him?”

      He shakes his head. “Not a bit. Liar, remember? It’s gotten worse since the drugs. Lake’s always had a tough exterior since his mom died. It was hard for new people to break it down. We were all inside it once, but the walls he has up now are getting thicker and thicker.”

      I look down at my cast. Staring at it grounds me. I might be too much of a bleeding heart sometimes. Maybe I like to see the good in everyone whether they have any or not. Another girl in my position would be spitting fire at Ryan right now for what he did to her. She wouldn’t be talking to her dad, and she certainly wouldn’t be giving Lake O’Brien any thought whatsoever. Why do I even care about his mother or why he hates me?

      The door to Dad and Leslie’s room opens. I create a few more inches of space between Ryan and me on the couch and look up as Dad waltzes in. He throws a menu down on the coffee table in front of us. “I’m ordering room service. Let me know what you guys want.”

      We spend the next hour talking and waiting for the food to come. Ryan and I field text messages from the guys while we eat, and by the time we’re done, it’s so late we all go to bed for my early morning appointment.

      It feels weird to be staying in the same area as all of them. It feels extra weird to be sleeping only one wall away from Ryan and not be able to see him. After I get ready for bed, I just stare at the ceiling trying not to think about the boy out in the suite’s living room. Tomorrow’s a big day after all. I’ll get my cast off and then I can finally try to do things with my hand that I haven’t been able to do over the last several weeks.

      I feel as if I’m on the precipice of a major life event. I need this wrist to be okay. I need it now more than ever.

      I keep repeating that in my head when I hear my door open. Looking over, I find Ryan’s figure silhouetted in the dark. The door clicks behind him, and he moves forward, his approach silent. I lean on my forearms to watch him as he walks closer. There’s a wicked glint in his eye as he crawls on the bed toward me. He pulls my legs apart, and his hands inch up my skin, over my knees, across my thighs until his fingers hook over the waistband of my pajama pants.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      My heart beats in my head with a steady thump. It’s so loud I can barely hear his response. “You’re going to have to be quiet.”

      He tugs on my sleep shorts, taking my panties with them until I’m exposed from the lower half down. “Ryan,” I warn. This is so not the time and place for this.

      “Shh,” he says. “I can’t sleep in the same vicinity as you and not get a taste. Just one taste, I fucking promise.” His hands slide under my ass, propping me up and offering me up to him at the same time. He nuzzles my center, his nose tickling my hairs as he breathes in deep. “One taste,” he murmurs.

      He buries himself in me, licking and sucking with a frenzy that makes my chest feel like it’s going to burst into pieces. I catch myself from crying out, and I feel his lips curl into a smile. He’s fucking enjoying this.

      “Be quiet, sweet thing.”

      “I hate you,” I breathe out.

      He chuckles. The deep sound emanating from his chest vibrates my center in a delicious way. I watch from above as he nibbles and sucks. My fingers dig into the mattress with so much force, but it’s the only thing keeping me from crying out right now. He curls his tongue around my clit. “You know you love me, Tessa Dale. Always have.”

      I moan, lifting my hips into his mouth, begging for more without using words.

      And oh does he gives me more. His tongue dives into my center before grazing past my clit again. My nerve endings fire. He can tell I’m so close because he stays right where he is, the tip of his tongue teasing. I lean back, then press my hands into his hair until my orgasm hits. I shudder around him.

      Oh. My. God. What can’t Ryan Linc do?

      I tremble as he pulls away. He sits back on his haunches, and I notice his cock straining against the gym shorts he’s worn to bed. He’s not wearing a shirt either. He’s smirking as he watches me come down, but I have different plans for him. I move forward, crawling toward him like he just did to me. His eyes change. They go from amusement to something much more sinister. I push him down on his back, and slowly lower his gym shorts, casting them aside. His cock stands there proudly, straining. I dip my head. Ryan must know where my mind is now because he says, “Holy fuck.”

      I don’t want him to anticipate this too much. I’ve never gone down on a guy before.

      When I tell him as much, he tells me he doesn’t fucking care. I lick the top of his head in response, taking his tiny bead of pre-cum on my tongue as I do it. It tastes salty, like I’ve heard others say. It’s not bad at all though. The hard ridges of him call to me, but when I look up, it’s the eagerness in his eyes that do me in. The pure want and uncontrollable lust I see displayed there so casually strengthens my resolve. All of that is there for me. Unreal.

      I lower my lips over him. His head drops back. “Oh fucking God.”

      “Shh,” I tease, mimicking what he told me. Now, I’m smiling. I’m smiling until he lifts his hips, and his cock moves over my lips. I moan. The move is so sensual. He does it again and again until I fist his base and move him toward my mouth on his rhythm. I didn’t expect to like this as much as I am. Maybe it’s because Ryan’s loving every fucking second of it.

      He watches my every move with hooded eyes. He grits his teeth. “That’s right. Take me. All of me. Oh fuck, Tessa.”

      I swear I’m ready for him again. My clit is throbbing.

      “Suck,” he says.

      I do as he requests, and his eyes roll toward the ceiling. “Fuck, babe. More.” He groans as he lifts his hips, and I move him inside my mouth. My tongue plays over his tip as I suck. His fingers curl into the mattress just like mine did. His breathing becomes erratic. “Decide now where you want my cum because it’s coming.”

      I move my lips away from him just for a second. “Wherever you want it.”

      His gray eyes harden into steel. He moves his hips like he’s fucking my mouth, and I’m starting to wonder who’s controlling who. I’m not sure which one of us has the upper hand because I’m loving this every bit as much as he seems to be.

      His movements quicken until his mouth opens on a soundless scream. Then, I feel it. He pulses inside me, his cum spurting into my mouth. I swallow and keep swallowing as he empties everything he has. As soon as he stops, he puts his hand on my shoulders, pushing me away before crawling over to me. He looks at me with awe as his fingers graze over my lips. I smile up at him in return, which I’m pretty sure comes off as a sex-induced haze.

      “I was not expecting that,” he says. “Fuck me that was amazing.”

      “Mmm,” I moan in confirmation.

      He lies down next to me, cuddling me to him until I fall asleep. I’m not sure how long he stays, but when I wake up the next morning, he’s not there.

      My hand stretches out over the side of the bed he slept in, curling into the sheets. One day, we’ll be able to sleep the whole night with each other.

      And that’s the thought that makes me smile the morning I get my cast off.
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      I’m beaming by the time we walk out of the doctor’s office. Dad can’t stop squeezing my shoulder. The fancy doctor my dad’s paid a lot of money to see doesn’t see any reason why I can’t start trying to play basketball as soon as possible. He wants me to take it easy, of course, and he also wants me to start physical therapy back home with a place he’s suggested, but other than that, I’m free.

      I’m fucking free.

      I feel like a weight has lifted off not only me, but off my heart as well. I didn’t realize how much I was carrying around because of not having full use of my hand and because every day I saw the evidence of Lake trying to take something very important from me. Ryan even ran his hands over my bare wrist. Right there in front of everyone, his fingertips touched me reverently. It made my heart skip a beat. I’m not sure my dad or Leslie even noticed. They were too busy talking with the doctor and making sure we heard all of his instructions. Plus, Ryan wasn’t the only one who touched my wrist like that. Pretty much everyone but Leslie did, and that’s fine by me.

      I feel like a new person.

      While Dad is driving us to a restaurant to get something to eat, Ryan and I take a selfie in the backseat. Our mouths are wide open, and I’m holding my now non-cast arm up for my Ballers to see. They’re in class right now, but they’ll see the picture whenever they check their phone next.

      Afterward, we put our phones away. My natural reaction is to grab Ryan’s hand and hold it, and for a second, I do, but then he squeezes me and moves it away. I’m now wondering why we just haven’t told my parents that we like each other. I was so consumed with my wrist that I wasn’t thinking about anything else, but other than the fact that they probably won’t leave us alone in the house, why can’t we tell them? We’re obviously serious about one another.

      My phone buzzes. I pick it up, thinking it’s a response from one of the guys about the picture we sent, but it’s not. It’s from a number I don’t recognize, but it’s clear who it’s from when I open it and see the image attached to the text.

      It’s a screenshot of a status update. A profile picture of Nikki, the girl I met at the restaurant when Sloan and I were on a date, is in the uppermost corner. The update reads, “In a relationship with Sloan Ivy.”

      I see red.

      I stare at the image again and again, making sure I’m seeing everything exactly right.

      Then, another text comes through. Guess who’s not so special anymore?

      My phone is ripped from my hands. I look over to find Ryan staring down at the screen, his fingers tensing and then shaking as he reads the words displayed there. Thoughts pass between us wordlessly when we meet each other’s gazes.

      “It can’t be right,” I say automatically.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he says.

      He hands me my phone back. I take it from him and download the screenshot that was sent to me onto my phone and then send a private text to Sloan with just the picture. I’m not worried he’s cheating on me. But, I am worried this is the reason why he looked so tired when we left yesterday. I already know his parents don’t like me. Their old money friends won’t approve of my sporty self, so maybe this is all them.

      While all this has been going on, I haven’t been paying attention to where we’re going. When we stop suddenly, I look up to find that we’re in a nice neighborhood that mirrors the one we live in back home except these houses just have a slightly different architectural style to them. They’re straight lines and all windows. Very modern. I sit up on the seat. “Where are we, Dad?”

      My question makes Ryan look up now. His brows pull together in this cute way.

      Dad turns in his seat. “I have a surprise for you both.”

      Dad gets out of the car. Beyond Ryan, I see the front door of the house open and none other than freaking Jacob Lansing steps out of the house. I immediately grab for Ryan’s arm. He’s stopped moving. Jacob Lansing is only the number one scorer in the NBA right now. My dad jogs up to him, and they give each other a bro hug all while we haven’t even moved from our seats let alone the car.

      Leslie turns from the passenger seat. “Are you guys going to get out or…?”

      Ryan swings the door open. He waits for me to scoot across the seat, his hand outstretched to help me out. Then, he closes the door behind me and we’re walking toward Lansing who’s dressed down the same as us. Plain black basketball shorts and an athletic shirt sporting the trademark swoosh that sponsors him. Through my dad, I’ve met quite a few amazing players, but it never ceases to make my hands shake, especially now with Lansing. He’s not one of the seasoned players. He doesn’t have a few championship rings under his belt. He’s only been in the league for five years, but he came out swinging from the very beginning.

      Dad beckons us forward and we move in line, Leslie on the other side of Ryan. “My daughter,” Dad says first, motioning toward me.

      I hold my hand out to Jacob. “Tessa,” I tell him with a smile.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      When he shakes my hand, the first thing I notice is that his hand is freaking huge. It reminds me of Hayes and for a split second, I’m a little forlorn. I’d love it if all of my Ballers could be here right now. Who wouldn’t want to meet Jacob freaking Lansing?

      “My girlfriend,” Dad says, waving in Leslie’s direction. “And her son, Ryan. Quintessa and Ryan play for my old high school team back home.”

      Jacob shakes both Leslie and Ryan’s hands. Ryan still hasn’t uttered a word. His mouth is slightly open, and he looks so adorable in a dorky way.

      Holy shit. Ryan looks like a complete and utter dork right now. How is this possible? His confident exterior has completely fallen away. I bite my lip to keep from smiling.

      “I hear we need some cheering up,” Jacob says. His gaze travels down my arm. “Got the cast off, that’s great. What did Doc say?”

      My dad runs through what the doctor just finished telling us. After he’s through, and I learn that Jacob is the one who recommended that doctor to my dad, Jacob ushers us through a door in the garage. We walk past three sports cars, all of them cherry red, and then out the back where a basketball half court looms in front of us.

      I break into a grin. I’ve been itching to play ever since the damn cast came off, but I didn’t think I’d get a chance until we got home.

      Jacob turns to his left. “Honey, the Dale’s are here.”

      His wife, apparently, who is supermodel gorgeous, steps off their back patio. Heat’s wafting from a grill, distorting the perfectly sunny day. The glass patio table is set for six people.

      Jacob turns back to us. “We have enough time to get a few baskets in before lunch is ready.”

      I turn toward my dad as Leslie leaves to introduce herself to Jacob’s wife. I can’t believe he planned this. He catches me looking and grins like he knows exactly what he did. “Thanks, Dad,” I tell him.

      “Don’t thank me,” Dad says. “Thank Mr. Top Scorer in the NBA over here.”

      My cheeks heat as I turn toward Lansing. “Thank you,” I say.

      He’s still chuckling from what my dad said. “Had to when I heard what good players you both were.” He looks to my right to where Ryan’s standing next to me. “Leading scorer in your school division, I hear.”

      Ryan’s finally able to form words, and he and Jacob talk a little while I sit back and watch Ryan with a smile. My dad throws his arm over my shoulder and kisses the top of my head. “I knew you could do it, Tess.”

      I stare down at my wrist. “It’s my bones, not me, Dad.”

      “Nonsense, Pumpkin. Will is everything, and your will is strong.” He heads over to the rack that Jacob has up, much like the one we have at our house, and brings a basketball over, spinning it on his pointer finger as he walks. I used to tell my dad in his retirement that he should get a job for the Harlem Globetrotters, but he hasn’t taken me up on that yet. “Let’s see what you got.”

      Dad passes the ball to me, and I automatically catch most of the brunt of the pass with my left hand. I pass it back and forth between my two palms. I have very little pain at all anymore. I’m just scared now that I’m holding a ball again. I know what happened the last time I held a ball like this. The sickening crunch, the sharp, cruel flare of pain that almost brought me to my knees. Even worse than all that was the thought that my whole future could’ve been erased right in front of me. My goals, my dreams were all gone, taken away by one fucking asshole.

      I spin the ball between my hands and then set up for the shot. I dribble the ball once, twice, testing it. For some reason, this one shot means everything to me. It’s as if whether I make or miss this shot will dictate the whole season coming up. If I make this shot, I’ll make the team again. If I make this shot, we’ll win Championships. If I make this shot, we’ll all get into State and continue this amazing, enticing, intoxicating thing between all of us that I never want to let go of.

      If I miss this shot… Well, I’m fucked.

      I crouch down, holding the ball in my shot position, then jump. My hands move up. I feel pressure on my wrist that I don’t remember feeling before, but like usual, at the top of my jump, my wrist moves forward. More pressure. The movement actually feels odd. But as soon as the ball leaves my hands, I know it’s going in. It feels like it takes forever for the trajectory of the ball to make its way to the rim. When it does though, it hits the very back of the rim and clunks in. It’s not my prettiest shot. Not by a long shot, but that doesn’t stop my face from filling with excitement.

      “That’s my girl,” Dad says.

      He gets the rebound, and the next thing I know, Ryan has me up in the air. He swings me around once, then sets me on my feet again. I can tell he wants to kiss me. I can tell he desperately wants to press his lips to mine, but instead, he lets his eyes do all the talking, and then steps back.

      “Alright,” Jacob says. “Nice shot you got there. Reminds me of someone else’s,” he says, shifting his gaze toward my father. He’s not the first person to make that comment, and I’ve always felt a surge of pride when someone mentions that.

      Dad bounces the ball to Ryan. He sets up a little differently than I do, but the result is still the same. The ball goes in, and Jacob nods approvingly.

      “What are they feeding you two in that town you come from?”

      We all laugh, then watch as Jacob Lansing himself takes a shot. There’s something about watching an expert in their particular field do anything. It’s humbling. It’s awe-inspiring. He moves with fluidity, with grace, and speed and power all at the same time. There’s no doubt in my mind that when the ball leaves Jacob Lansing’s fingertips, that it’s going into the basket.

      Dad’s waiting at the bottom of the hoop for the rebound then we start a game of Pig. We’re about halfway through when Jacob’s wife calls him to check on the grill. Jacob bows out, but we keep playing until he calls us to his patio table for lunch.

      Once seated, Leslie asks how Jacob and his wife met, so Jacob launches into the story. They were high school sweethearts. I can’t help but look at Ryan when he reveals that fact. She slips her hand over his and then they squeeze each other. Fame and success can do a lot to people but looking at the two of them from across this expensive array of dishes, it doesn’t seem like it’s done much to them.

      After all of us finish eating, Jacob’s wife, Kiera, asks Ryan and I what our goals are. At the same time, we both say, “State.”

      Dad and Jacob laugh. “Not surprised,” Jacob says, dusting an imaginary thread off the shoulder of his shirt. “Best school in the state.”

      “Hey, didn’t you go there?” I ask, teasingly.

      “I’m glad you asked, Tessa,” Jacob says, both hands on the glass table. “I sure did. Some of my best days were in college.”

      I smile at that then look over at Kiera. “Did you go to State too?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I went to Lockhart.”

      My eyebrows rise, but I try to cover it up by nodding. I’ve heard of the school. It’s a private college for super smart people, but that’s not why I’m surprised. I’m surprised because I just assumed they went to the same college.

      We drink iced tea, my dad and Jacob telling basketball stories one after the other. Most are funny and make Ryan and I laugh. The whole time though, I keep imagining that Jacob and Keira are Ryan and I in five years. Hopefully we’ll be inspiring high school kids, too, giving someone the motivation they need to take that next step.

      Just before we leave, Jacob pulls me aside. He puts his hand on my shoulder in that fatherly way. He’s so tall I have to crane my neck to look at him. “Your dad told me you’re getting shit for playing on the boys’ team. I just want to say keep doing what you’re doing, even when it feels like the whole world is against you. As long as you feel it in your heart, it can’t be wrong. Go out there and do your thing. You’re damn good, girl. Damn good. When you hit the WNBA, I want your autograph.”

      My jaw clamps shut. All I can do is nod, while the images in front of me distorts from the tears threatening to pour out. It’s one thing to have my dad say how good I am, but to have Jacob fucking Lansing tell me I have game? It means so much more. It’s coming from an outside source. It’s coming from someone who knows what they’re talking about and doesn’t have to say those things to me because he loves me.

      Dad puts his arm around me and walks me out to the car before I make a fool out of myself. I turn, and see that Jacob is saying something to Ryan too, his mom hovering by, smiling proudly.

      Today was a good freaking day.
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      Later that night, Dad pulls into my driveway. I’m in the backseat bleary-eyed and sleep deprived. Our plane got delayed coming back, so we were stuck in an uncomfortable airport terminal for hours. On the drive home from the airport, the rain came down hard and lightning streaked across the sky. There’s still a steady downpour as I lean toward the front seat and give my dad a kiss on the cheek when he pulls up to the house. Ryan tangles his fingers in mine briefly before I pull my bag to my side and step out of the SUV. I’m immediately soaked but run to the front door as fast as I can. The rain makes me shiver until I’m finally in my house with the door closed behind me.

      “Mom?” I call out. I’ve been texting with her, so I know she’s still up.

      She comes out from the living room, blinking heavily. She holds her arms out, and I drop my bag and walk into them. “How was it, Tess? Are you okay?”

      I already told her all about meeting Jacob Lansing and the doctor during our delay at the airport, so I know she’s asking about my wrist again. “Doing good,” I tell her. I’ve noticed it’s a little tight from all the moving I’ve been doing from just normal routine things. It’s amazing how much I was coddling it when I had the cast on.

      “Good.” She looks up the stairs over her shoulder, then back at me. “So, Sloan Ivy is in your room.”

      My eyes practically bug out of my head. “What?” I ask. I never received an answer from the text I sent him earlier. No matter how many times I checked, nothing had come through even though I knew Ryan had been texting a lot, and I was pretty sure I saw Sloan’s name on his screen multiple times.

      She nods, her eyes sad. “He’s broken up about something. Is it you?”

      Her tone is questioning, but her words are accusatory. The truth is, I’m not really sure. I shrug. “I don’t know.” My shirt clings to me, and droplets fall from the hem straight to the tile in the foyer. “There’s something going on, but he didn’t text me back like I thought he would.”

      Mom shakes her head slowly. “I think he walked here, Tessa. I don’t know. He just showed up a couple of hours ago. He was keeping me company down here, but he kept falling asleep, so I sent him to your room.”

      My eyebrows rise. “My room? You sent him to my room?” That doesn’t sound like my mom at all. She must really be Team Ivy.

      Her eyes narrow. “Don’t make me regret that, Tessa,” she says, her voice taking on a level of adult I’m not sure I’ve heard before.

      “I won’t,” I tell her automatically.

      “Just go up and make sure the poor boy is okay. I can talk to you about your wrist tomorrow before school.”

      She squeezes my shoulder and sends me up, and it feels like she’s sending me on a death-defying stunt for the way my heart reacts. When I get to the top of the stairs, I notice my door is wide open. I get close, close enough to look inside and find Sloan Ivy on his side, sleeping in my bed. I take a second to look him over. His brown hair is messy, splayed out over my pillow in short waves. He’s wearing a plain black shirt and khaki shorts, the shirt sleeve wrapped tightly around muscle.

      I move forward, tiptoeing at first, but then I realize I’m going to wake him up anyway. Isn’t that why he’s here? To talk to me? I hate to wake him though. He was so tired the other day. Hell, maybe this is the first time he’s been able to get some sleep since the dinner with his parents. His house gets crazy, especially if his parents are fighting.

      I move in behind him. I want to be able to just cuddle against him. If he wakes up, fine. If he doesn’t… The thought is short-lived because as soon as the pressure of my body hits the mattress, Sloan wakes. He blinks heavily, like it’s hard to pry his eyelids open. Then, he stills for a moment when he doesn’t recognize where he is. He quickly jerks around, and when he notices it’s me, he sighs. “Shit.”

      “Hey,” I say, smiling.

      “Shit,” he says, his eyes widening like he realizes why he’s here. He grabs for my hand. He gawks at my wrist for a second but looks right back up at me. “I didn’t do anything with Nikki, I swear. She’s not my girlfriend. She’s not anything to me. My parents freaking ambushed me at the country club. I was going to tell you all about it, but then you got the news about your cast coming off, and I didn’t want to bother you about it while you were away.”

      He’s talking so fast that he trips over his words. I can tell he’s still a little sleepy, but he probably rehearsed everything he was going to say a hundred times before he fell asleep on my bed. I reach down to cup his cheek. His hazel eyes hold an alarming amount of intensity. “I know, Sloan.” I was never worried that he did anything with her or that what she posted on social media was true.

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t know she was going to do that. I tried to tell everyone that I wasn’t interested, but—”

      “Wait, everyone? What are you saying? What happened at dinner, anyway?”

      “I’m saying my parents are fucking idiots. I’m saying they tried to pawn me off on Nikki like we’re going to run off into the sunset together and have little Ivy babies who’ll be born well-bred but fucking miserable as hell like me because that’s apparently all they want.”

      I shake my head. “Calm down. You’re not making any sense. Your parents want you to date Nikki? But you don’t like her.”

      “They don’t care, Tessa. I told them I was dating you and that just made them freak out even more.” He grimaces. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “I know your parents don’t like me, Sloan. That’s not as much of a shock as you think it is.” I still remember his mother’s cold eyes and the way she asked if someone could pick me up from his house after dinner even though Sloan was the one who brought me there.

      He frowns at me. “They took my Jeep away. They told me I can have it back when I come to my senses and start dating Nikki.”

      The whole thing sounds so surreal to me. They want to force him into a relationship with someone he doesn’t even like. I get the fact that Nikki and her parents are probably rich and affluent, but that’s utterly ridiculous. This isn’t the 1900’s. “Why do they care?”

      He rubs his forehead. The bags under his eyes are more pronounced than they were at school the other day. “I think Nikki likes me. Nikki’s a princess.” He rolls his eyes. “So, her parents try to get her everything she wants. I’m sure my family is getting pressure from hers.”

      I situate myself on the bed. “Did you try to talk to her? Maybe just explain to her that you don’t have feelings for her like that.”

      “Yeah, many times. I told her I was with you, but none of that seemed to matter to her.” He swallows. “That’s not the worst part.” He searches my face, then trails his fingertips down my cheek. “She has a video of you and I out on the golf course. She told me that if I don’t break up with you, she’s going to release the video.”

      I half laugh, half shriek in anger. Then my mouth drops as the full meaning of what he’s just said hits me. “Are you kidding me?”

      He shakes his head. “She showed me the video. You can see…enough of what’s going on to know what was going on.”

      “At the golf course?” I ask. My eyes plead with his. That was our first time together and now it’s ruined. “She took a video of us? She’s blackmailing you?” What a bitch. And a crazy bitch at that.

      He runs both hands through his hair. “This fucking crazy world that my parents are mixed up in... I don’t want to bring you into it. I hate to say it, but this shit happens all the fucking time. I thought I could keep myself out of it as long as I didn’t go into politics. I had no idea this crazy psycho bitch could set her sights on me. Damnit, Tessa. Fucking Ryan is threatening me.” He pulls on the ends of his hair. “But he doesn’t realize there’s literally nothing he can do or say that will make me feel worse than I already do. I already let you down.” He looks up at me, his hazel eyes pleading for forgiveness.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I tell him. “Stop. First of all, if she sends that video to anyone, we’ll get her for child pornography. I don’t turn eighteen for another few weeks. She’s just trying to get to you, to force your hand, Sloan.”

      Even though I’m staying calm on the outside, I’m freaking out on the inside. I’m pissed she has that video, but I’m even more pissed that she ruined our first fucking time together by trying to turn it into blackmail. What a bitch! Who does that? If someone didn’t want to be with me, I would never want to force their hand. What’s the point in that? Those feelings aren’t real.

      He takes a deep breath, his fingers running up my arm until they finger the damp fabric of my shirt. “Why are you all wet?”

      I look down at myself. I’d forgotten about my clothes. I push off the bed and head toward my dresser. “It’s storming outside.”

      He looks over his shoulder out the window where the lightning lights up the sky as if on cue. “I must like your bed,” he says quietly. “I usually can’t sleep through storms.”

      “Maybe it’s just because you’re exhausted all the time,” I tell him, annoyance slithering into my words. I pull my dresser open and grab a dry shirt. While I’m turned away from him, I pull off my soaked t-shirt and pull on the dry one. After throwing the wet shirt into the laundry, I turn back around. “What you just told me…is that why you looked so tired the other day?”

      He nods. “My parents won’t let it go. They’re really trying hard to force my hand.”

      I move forward. Disbelief is still clouding my mind, but I know one thing for sure. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Ivy. Screw them. This is your life. Within a few months, we’re all going to be in college, and you won’t have to deal with them. Remember that. You’re nothing like your parents. You don’t need the Jeep. You can drive my Mustang around if you want.” I look down at my hand, forgetting that I can now drive. I guess it doesn’t matter though because Ryan’s been taking me back and forth to school anyway. Plus, I’d do that and much more for Sloan if he needed it.

      “You’d do that for me?”

      I give him a small smile then go back and join him on the bed. “Of course I would.”

      He pulls me to him, kissing me on the lips, lingering there like he’s trying to remember this moment. When he pulls away, his eyes look troubled. “What do you want me to do about Nikki? I won’t have her share that video, Tessa. It’s not happening.”

      “She’s an idiot if she shares the video. Sloan, she—”

      A tap comes on the window behind us. I jump and look over. Ryan’s crouched just outside. Sloan immediately gets up and pushes the window open, letting in a now soaked Ryan. “What the hell, dude?”

      I look toward the open door. My mom will freak if she finds out there’s now two boys in my room. I tiptoe toward it and shut it quietly. Hopefully she’s already in her room sleeping. After that, I move into my bathroom and grab a dry towel to throw at Ryan. He and Sloan are staring one another down in the middle of my room.

      I must come in mid-conversation because Sloan says, “I didn’t know she was there. Obviously.”

      I sigh. “We both didn’t, Ryan,” I say, catching on that they’re talking about Sloan and I having sex on the golf course. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but what’s done is done.

      Ryan runs the towel over his hair and arms then drops it over his neck. He pulls out his phone and shows Sloan a picture. I crane my neck to see it. There’s a busted phone on the screen. “It’s taken care of,” Ryan says, his voice terse. “Hayes paid a visit to your friend Nikki. He smashed her phone, then told her to log on to her cloud account and delete the video. As far as we can tell, the video doesn’t exist anymore.”

      My eyes close in relief. Thank God. The last thing I need is Rhonda getting ahold of that video. I’m sure she would’ve passed it around to everyone at RHS, which would’ve only perpetuated the whole Baller Skank thing. I know we could’ve gotten Nikki into trouble for sharing it, but that doesn’t mean some damage wouldn’t already have been done.

      “Thank fuck,” Sloan says. He eyes the picture of the shattered pieces in relief. When he looks back at me, he looks ashamed. I hate that he feels that way. It’s not his fault. “I’m so sorry, Tessa. I didn’t know any of this was going to happen.”

      “I know,” I tell him. I look up at Ryan. His eyes are hard. I can tell he’s pissed at Sloan, but he shouldn’t be. “Everyone knows that.”

      “Just fucking deal with her, Ivy,” Ryan snaps. “I don’t want to hear any more about this chick fucking with Tessa. Do you understand?”

      Sloan glares at his friend. “I’ll handle it.”

      After that, Ryan kisses the side of my head, his lips lingering there. Then he leaves, braving the rain once more after throwing the towel around his neck back into the room. Sloan and I give each other a wary look. “It’s so late,” I tell him. “You should probably stay here.”

      Sloan waggles his eyebrows at me.

      “Downstairs. On the couch,” I tell him. “I’ll go ask my mom.”

      Sloan follows me downstairs and then waits for me in the hallway as I stick my head into my mother’s room. “Mom?” I whisper. I have to say it several times before I get a response. “Can Sloan spend the night on the couch? It’s raining pretty bad out.”

      She waits a beat. “Yes. On the couch.”

      Sloan steps up behind me. “Thanks, Mrs. Dale.”

      She groans something that sounds like good night, so I pull her door closed softly. In the upstairs hall closet, I find an extra blanket and pillow and bring them down for him. He wraps his arms tightly around me. “I’ll never be able to say sorry enough.” He kisses the side of my head. “Good night, Daddy’s Girl. Don’t give up on me.”

      “Night, Sloan,” I tell him.

      I walk up the stairs, my head pounding, and my eyes like sandpaper before I throw myself into bed. Except, my bed smells different. It smells like Sloan.

      I pull the pillow to my face and inhale, sighing as I fall to sleep with the smell of him everywhere.
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      While the guys are involved in the last week of Trials with Lux and River, I’m basically carted between school and physical therapy appointments. My wrist is doing so well that it almost feels like it’s back to normal. I still baby it because I can’t get that moment out of my head when Lake deliberately tried to hurt me. The memory is stuck in the recesses of my brain, going round and round like a record player whenever I step out onto the court in my backyard.

      Tonight, tryouts start. The nerves in my belly are on in full force. I’m sick with excitement that I actually have my cast off on time to try out, but I’m also just hoping beyond hope that my wrist is healed enough not to fail me. The last thing I want is for Lake to be able to gloat that I didn’t make the team. That he did what was necessary to take me out of contention just like he wanted. Hell, he accomplished his goal last year, why not this year?

      Hayes puts his arm around me at lunch while we’re sitting in the noisy cafeteria. I haven’t said much, and I think everyone can tell how nervous I am. He leans toward my ear. “You’re going to do fine.”

      Smiling up at him, I whisper, “Easy for you to say. You’re a shoo in.”

      The side of his mouth quirks up. “I’ve been putting in a good word for you with Coach.”

      I drop my head to the side and narrow my eyes.

      “Just kidding,” he says, his lips pulling into an even fuller smile. “You don’t need it. You’re going to show everyone just like you did last year. Coach will have no choice but to let you back on the team because of how good you are.”

      Hayes and I have already spoken about what he did for me regarding the Sloan sex video fiasco. The fact that he went to Nikki’s house, a freaking crazy girl, and threatened her for trying to ruin me... Well, I can’t actually put into words what that means to me. From what he told me, she won’t be bothering Sloan or me ever again. I believe him.

      Not that I should even be thinking about that right now. Tryouts are tonight. Dad’s been talking to State about Ryan and me. If both of us make the team, the scouts for the mens’ and womens’ team have promised they’ll come check us out. The only thing is, I need to make the team first. I’m even more nervous than I was last year. Last year I was confident despite all the shit the Ballers pulled. This year, I feel as if I’m coming into the season rusty. I’ve let my workouts slide because of the lack of range of motion in my arm. I haven’t gone running as much. All that has changed now in the week before tryouts, but I still feel like I could’ve done more, that I should have done more.

      With the guys out on Trial things over the last week, Dawn even volunteered to go for a run with me. When we finished, I had to politely tell her she shouldn’t come with me anymore. Her response: “Oh, thank fuck. That was one of the most miserable half hours of my life.” Now, she’s been meeting me at the track before school. She lays back on the grass while I do my workout. When I run by, she yells, “You got this, Dale” or “Woot, run faster, bitch!” or my personal favorite, “Wow, I really fucking hate you, but keep going. Wooo.”

      I decided to end my laps early with that cheer, diving into the grass, clutching my stomach because I was laughing too hard. “You’re ridiculous,” I’d called out.

      With my mind preoccupied with these thoughts, the rest of my classes for the day fly by. Like last year, the first day of tryouts is open to the public. Dawn accompanies me in the girls’ locker room while I change into my practice jersey. She braids my ponytail for me, then wraps the elastic around the bottom. My mom and dad are both out there sitting in the stands. So are Leslie and Ron, who I’ve met a couple of times now. He seems really great, and I can tell how infatuated he is with my mother, which makes me like him even more. He doesn’t know a thing about sports though. He’s a business guy. The kind that goes to work in a suit and tie and looks weird in jeans and a t-shirt. I’m okay with that though.

      Dawn snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Tessa.” She motions toward the locker room door.

      I look up to find Coach waiting there. “Tessa, can I come in?”

      I stand so fast I nearly knock Dawn back a step. “Yeah.”

      Coach Bradley walks in. He’s wearing an RHS polo that has Coach under our Warriors symbol. “Just wanted to tell you that your urine sample came back fine this year.”

      I smile at that. I told him I wanted to take it solo, on a different day than the rest of the guys, and even through a different firm. I was not going to let anything ruin this year for me. He was happy to oblige. “That’s great,” I tell him.

      Dawn scoffs. She is one hundred percent behind the theory that Lake messed with my sample last year, and I haven’t even told her he’s hooked on pills. Though, from what little I’ve seen of him lately, he looks fine. Ryan says that doesn’t matter and that he’s excellent at hiding. I only hope he’s brought his A-ball game, and not his A-cheating game. I want his actual game skills where he treats me like any other guy out there on the court.

      Fucker.

      “Do you mind giving Tessa and I a minute, Dawn?”

      Dawn nods, smiles for me, then leaves out the same door Coach just came through. He sits on the bench, and I sit next to him. “How’s your wrist?”

      “Doing good,” I tell him. “I think it’s healed up as best as it could in the time I had.” What I’ve said is true, but that doesn’t mean I’m not scared that the same thing won’t happen again. Now that I’ve broken that bone, it’ll be easier to injure the same wrist again.

      Coach looks down at the floor then back up at me. “Myself, and a couple of other assistant coaches, are going to be watching Lake today. I’ve already made him aware of this. I told him to keep his shit to a minimum because no one’s spot is assured. I mean it. I wanted to tell you that because if I asked you to tell me if something happened during tryouts, I don’t think you would.”

      I shrug. I honestly don’t know what I would do. I certainly won’t let Lake get away with anything anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’d go to Coach first. It probably means I’d call him out in front of everyone. I’m not messing with my future anymore.

      He pats my back. “I’m rooting for you, Dale. I’m not supposed to say that, but I want more than anything to put another number nine jersey on your back. You got me?”

      He gets up and leaves after that, leaving me smiling. I know part of the reason why he’s saying all this now is because he feels like he let me down last year. And, the truth is, he did. He did, along with a bunch of other people, but I’m still here. I’m back and determined now more than ever to play in that Championship game and beyond. There are a few months between now and then, but this is it. This is the first major hurdle I have to get over.

      After a deep breath, I stride toward the locker room door and pull it open. Timothy Dale Court is alive with activity. The stands are filled to the brim with media, family members, and students. When I look into the stands, I spot Rhonda and her crew, but I look away, swallowing a lump in my throat. Last year will not repeat itself. I have more people on my side now.

      “Let’s go, Tessa!” I hear Dawn yell. It takes me a minute to find her in the stands, but all I really had to look for was David, her huge jock boyfriend. I wave at them both and they wave back.

      I’m walking toward the rest of the team when someone catches my eye. Well, I saw a nearby flailing hand first, but who catches my eye is sitting right next to Christie Fisher who’s enthusiastically waving at me. It’s her brother, Chase. I pivot and run up to them. They both give me quick hugs, and I thank them for coming to watch. Chase texted me a few times after he heard about my wrist. This time, I responded, but the texts were short and to the point.

      “Glad you’re feeling better,” he says.

      “Are you kidding me?” Christie asks, her chin in the air, her gaze eyeing the court in front of her. “She’s about to lay the smack down on all these boys.”

      Chase rolls his eyes at his sister, but she makes me smile. That’s exactly what I plan to do.

      Coach calls out behind me to round everyone up. I give them a short wave, turn, and jog back to where I’m wanted. Hayes lets me in next to him. All of us are attuned to Coach and even though none of the guys are looking at me right now, I know they’re one hundred percent behind me and that does a lot for my confidence. I shift from foot to foot as Coach gives us a rundown of what to expect. We’re doing warm-ups first, and then, we’re going right into basic skills to pick out who has it and who doesn’t. Sometimes it’s the rudimentary stuff that sets people apart from the pack.

      Shawn’s back to tryout this year, as well as Matt. Every one of the bodies surrounding Coach have serious game faces on. I’ve heard about other schools where players just walk on and can play for the team regardless of their skill level, but that’s not the case here at RHS. Coach builds the team expecting to win Championships. The spots are earned. Every one of them. This is exactly why I wanted to push myself and tryout for RHS in the first place.

      We run suicides first, and to my surprise, I still finish in the top three. Then, we work passing and dribbling before a bout of rebound drills that Hayes crushes, of course. They’re kind of his specialty. Matt and Shawn have both improved from last year. This is the first time I’ve seen Lux play, and he’s pretty good too. River looks like he’s going to pass out from how nervous he is. It’s difficult for Freshmen to even make the team. He’s good, there’s no denying that, but he also has some of his older brother’s show-off tendencies without the game to back it up. For instance, when we move to shootarounds, there’s a couple of times when River is so eager to show what he’s got, that he doesn’t wait his turn. He throws everyone off, and even though he makes the basket he takes, Coach Bradley has to constantly say shit to him to follow the drill and to stop acting like he’s a solo act.

      At the end of Tryouts, Coach calls us in and gives us a big speech about teamwork. He’s been touting that recently, and I love the sentiment. Right after he tells us he’ll see us all tomorrow, Sloan drops his arm around my shoulders. “Didn’t we tell that guy he’s not allowed back here?” He thrusts his chin in Chase’s direction.

      I smile, deciding to mess with him. “I just figured it would be easier this way. You know, that way he didn’t have to drive all the way out to my house to pick me up for our date.” Sloan blanches. He turns toward me slowly. When he does, though, I’m smiling from ear-to-ear. “Don’t be a douche, Ivy. It doesn’t suit you.”

      He shakes his head, his lips are slow to slide into a smile, but they do eventually. “I don’t think that was very funny.”

      I shrug. “I thought it was hilarious.”

      “You’re lucky your boyfriends are all big and tough or else I’d try to make you toe the line.”

      I laugh at that. “You going to beat yourself up now?”

      Ryan breaks in after having a conversation with Lux. “Good practice, Tess. You too, dick,” he says to Sloan.

      Sloan gives him the middle finger, but when he sees my mother and Ron approaching, he hides it right away. “Hi, Mrs. Dale. It’s so good to see you again.”

      “Sloan,” she says with a big smile. “You all did wonderfully. As usual.”

      Mom takes note of Sloan’s arm around my shoulder. We talked about him the morning after he spent the night. She asked if we were dating, and since I didn’t know exactly what to say to her, I told her ‘Sort of.’ For some reason, she took that answer and hasn’t asked me about it since. Dad joins us as well as the rest of my Ballers.

      “Great first day. You guys looked awesome. Not as awesome as my girl though.” He holds his hand up, and I have to stand on my tiptoes to give him a high-five. He chuckles to himself like he’s told the best joke ever, which only make me smile wider.

      Dad continues giving out individual advice to us. He’s taken notes while the practice was going on. For me, his only note is that I seem timid about my shots. I’ll have to improve on that next time.

      When he’s finished telling each of the guys something to work on, my mom pulls on Ron’s hand. “We’ll see you at home, Tessa.”

      Before she can leave, though, I give her a hug and tell her I’m glad she came to watch me play.

      Only three more hardcore tryout days left. Now that the first one is out of the way, I can settle in and just do what I do best.
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      The next few days are some of the hardest fought in my life. Despite the fact that my wrist injury is always in the back of my mind, I throw myself into tryouts. I’m up early running every morning. Dad and Ryan join me. School is a blur of teachers talking and papers being handed out amidst me figuring out how to up my game, worrying about what tryouts will hold, and what Coach Bradley will decide. I know he wants me on the team, but I also know that I have to earn it. He’s not going to just give it to me, nor do I want him to. I want there to be no question when they hand me that jersey that I fucking deserve it. That’s why I’m pushing myself so hard.

      The guys give me a wide berth. All of a sudden, I went from having four boyfriends to essentially having zero. I’m living, eating, and breathing basketball. With the added pressure of it being the last year to prove myself in high school, I’m really feeling it. So, when Friday rolls around, and I know I’ve done every single thing I can do to make the team again, I’m wound up in knots. Sloan has helpfully, or not so helpfully, told me he’d help take care of my nerves for me right in the middle of the cafeteria.

      “You should take him up on that,” Dawn says, lifting her eyebrows. “You’ve been like a rabid dog this whole week.”

      “Like an adorable rabid dog,” Sloan butts in.

      I’m under no illusion that I was an adorable anything this week, but it’s cute for him to try.

      “You’re in,” Hayes says. “I wouldn’t even worry about it.”

      I bite my lip. I hope he’s right, but they also don’t understand making the team isn’t just about that for me. It’s about making sure that everyone else agrees with the decision Coach Bradley’s made. I have to give it one hundred and ten percent because that’s what it takes for people to sit up and take notice.

      “I agree,” Alec says. “You’re in. They’d be stupid not to.”

      All this talk is doing is making me more nervous. “I’ll be back,” I tell them, then I get up, toss my tray out at the tray return, and walk to my locker. I wish there were some place to be alone right now. Some place I could think without having people just talk me up. I love my Ballers, and I’m glad they want me on their team again, but the thing is, I know they have feelings for me now. Feelings can overshadow their true thoughts. I won’t believe anything until Coach hands me a jersey…or I’ll have to hold my chin up high and fight back the tears because I didn’t make it.

      I’ve been making a Plan B since last season. If this season takes the same course, I can always go to State without a scholarship. I can go and try to get on the womens’ team as a walk-on. My forehead leans against the cold metal of my locker. Even though I think those thoughts in my head, I’ll hate that. I’ll hate every freaking second of that’s how I get on the team. Now that I know the Ballers want to go to State, too, it’s the only thing I can think about. I want the scholarship that means I have an automatic spot on the team. I want it all.

      Hands wrap around me from behind. Hot breath caresses my neck. The hands start at my thighs and pull up. It’s so familiar, I don’t even flinch. I know who it is. “Do you know who you are?” the breathy voice says.

      I swallow.

      “You’re Tessa fucking Dale.” His hands move to the insides of my thighs and creep upward. My core clenches at his touch. “You’re amazing. You don’t need anyone to tell you that, so stop with this pity party bullshit. You’ve played with the boys for years. You dominate over them in more than just skill. You’re fucking talented, and you know it.” His hands sweep over the apex of my thighs, just a tease. “You know that. Get out of your own fucking head, and I’ll see you at the court where we’ll both be wearing our deserved jerseys.”

      His teeth skim over my shoulder, matching the bite to his words. Then, his hands are gone, a ghost of a touch. Despite breathing heavier, I don’t turn around to watch Ryan go. Instead, I pull my head off the locker, grab my books, and head to my next class just as the bell rings.

      Two hours and a lot of replaying what Ryan breathed into my ear earlier, I’m on Timothy Dale Court again. My father’s in the first row of seats. My heart beats hard against my chest like it wants to escape. It can’t take all the pressure, but like Ryan said, I know a lot of that is self-induced. I’m too hard on myself. I’m too everything on myself.

      I’m Tessa fucking Dale.

      Once again, Coach wheels the cart out with the big box of jerseys in it. My heart flutters like the butterflies in my stomach have taken flight, beating their wings against my chest. There’s nothing to be gained from staring at Coach’s face. He’s a closed book. He goes through the same spiel as last year and tells us this year will be known for being all about teamwork. If we don’t act like a team, we aren’t playing as one. And teams win Championships, individual players don’t.

      I shift from foot to foot, my gaze rising to my father’s in the stands. He nods once, his knee jumping up and down. I have no idea if he knows who’s on the team or not. He’s never said. I rub my hand down my temples, but Hayes puts a comforting hand on my back. “Relax, Tessa. You got this.”

      I close my eyes as Coach starts to call out names. I clap for Ryan, Sloan, Alec, and Hayes and then wait for the long list of names to continue before I hear mine. Last year, Coach called me last, so I settle in, determined to keep some sort of running count in my head, so I know how many players have made the team and what my chances are. Taking a deep breath, I wait.

      “Quintessa Dale.”

      My eyes fly open. Coach is staring at me. “Yes?” I ask. Clearly, he needs me for something. Maybe he wants me to watch as everyone else is called up. I probably looked stupid for closing my eyes while the first names were called.

      A smile pulls at Coach’s lips. He holds a jersey up and shakes it out. Dale. Nine. “Come get your jersey.”

      My mouth drops. It’s then that it sinks in. Finally. I admit, I’m really freaking slow right now. He wasn’t calling my name because he wanted me, he was calling my name because I made the team. And he called it right after the Ballers.

      Hayes elbows me forward with the arm that’s already holding his jersey, so I fall out of line and then halt again. I feel like such an imposter. I’ve been down this route before. I’ve made the team, made my dream possible—or so I thought—only to have it blow up in my face not a month later.

      Applause rises up around me. I turn slightly to see that the Ballers, barring Lake, of course, are clapping, but it’s not just them. It’s all my past teammates and everyone else who tried out with me this year. They’re not just clapping, they’re shouting things, too.

      “That’s right!”

      “Yeah, Tessa!”

      “Get it, Girl.” I’m pretty sure that was Sloan.

      A loud whistle brings me back to reality. I turn my head to still find Coach standing there with my jersey. He holds it out to me, and I finally traverse the short distance between my new jersey and me. Coach smiles. “Never a doubt.”

      Vindication swallows me into a hole of pride.

      When I turn, Lake is scowling at me, but I don’t expect anything less nor do I give a fuck about what that douche thinks. I quickly look past him to my Ballers and see reflected there what I feel inside.

      When the last name is called, I barely have time to think before my dad runs up from the stands and hikes me into his arms. He pats my leg, fist bumping the air as the rest of the team celebrates. While I’m up that high, I happen to look the O’Briens’ way. River’s face is smashed into Lake’s chest. I suck in a breath, replaying everything I just heard.

      Shit. River didn’t make the team.

      He’s good. He’s definitely good or else my father wouldn’t be inviting him to his camp, but he’s a showoff and doesn’t work well with others. I’m not saying all that because I don’t like him. I don’t like him, but I’m being as unbiased as possible when I say River O’Brien has a lot of growing up to do. That doesn’t mean that I didn’t think he would make the team. I did.

      Lake glares at me as my father sets me down, announcing once again that there’s going to be a party at his house—though this time, I’m sure he means his actual house and not the house he was pretending to still be living in when he told everyone that last year.

      Holding my jersey feels like the first time. Like this one piece of clothing holds the string to every single one of my dreams that I’ve always wanted. When I wear it, I’m not just Tessa Dale, girl who transferred to RHS. No, I’m Tessa fucking Dale, the girl who’ll stop at nothing to make sure I go to State next year and then the WNBA after that.

      While some of my teammates come over to congratulate me, I hear harsh words being spoken. “It’s bullshit.”

      It catches the attention of some of the other guys, too. When they look around, I see Lake’s profile. He’s confronting Coach.

      Well, that’s not smart.

      “She shouldn’t even be allowed on this team and now she’s taken my brother’s spot.”

      “If you want to discuss the decision, we can talk in my office,” Coach Bradley says. He starts to walk away, trying to end the conversation.

      My dad’s to my left. His chest heaves in front of him like he wants so badly to speak up.

      “What I want you to do,” Lake continues, “…is fix it. Tessa’s off. River’s on. Period. That’s how it should be.”

      Coach turns his head to the side. “I had no idea we had another coach on the team, but since you’re intent on airing this out in front of everybody, let’s do it, O’Brien.” He turns to River. “You’re good. Your skills are topnotch, but you lack most of the basic understanding of team basketball. You should be back in the little leagues for as how far along you are in that area.” He turns toward his brother. “As far as saying Tessa Dale took his place, Lake. Trust me, she didn’t. She earned hers. Even if Tessa hadn’t tried out, your brother wouldn’t have made it. I’ve been stressing team basketball all tryouts. If you hadn’t played so many good years for me, you would’ve been on the fence too.”

      Lake’s face explodes in a flurry of red. He grits his teeth, but then Hayes is in front of me, taking my shoulders and moving me away. “You don’t need to hear this.”

      Sloan calls Hayes’s name. My car keys coming flying through the air, which Hayes catches easily. Before I know it, we’re out in the bright sunshine, my jersey still clenched in my fist. I look up at Hayes’s clenched jaw, the tightness in his face. “You don’t have to save me all the time, Hayes,” I tell him.

      He turns. The look on his face screams confusion. “I’m not saving you, Tessa. You don’t need to lower yourself to be in the same presence as that asshole. He’s scum. He’s dirt. Words like that are poison, but I’m not saving you for the sake of saving you like I’m the knight in shining armor and you’re a princess. You’re a knight, too. I’m just not giving him the satisfaction of knowing you heard all that.”

      We head toward my Mustang while I take in his words. He has to put the driver’s seat back in order to fit behind the wheel, and I watch him until he starts the car. He’s right. We’re so high above Lake, his filth shouldn’t even have to reach my ears. If River wanted the spot so much, he should’ve done what Coach asked. Coach made his expectations extremely clear. Everyone can feel the difference in the team. Everyone.

      Before I know it, we’re pulling into the driveway of my house. The driveway that Hayes stood sentry at for those two weeks when summer started and camp hadn’t yet begun. So what if he is saving me? Even knights need help every once in a while. A place for comfort, for dreams to expand without walls or fences or other limitations. In all that, I have Hayes.

      The house is quiet as Hayes and I move through it. I thought my mom would be home, but she isn’t. I take him right to my room, drape my jersey over the dresser, and turn to face him. Hayes puts his right beside mine, and I watch as our numbers overlap. Nine and seventeen.

      My hands start to tremble because I know what I want. I know what I’ve been thinking about for so long with Hayes, who yes, has always been my savior. He’s stood by me longer than the others. He’s protected me. When I turn toward him, I see the same feelings mixed in his eyes. The Ice Man has officially melted for me. I see right through him. I see through to every vulnerable part of him. His face is an act he puts on for the world, but not for me. My throat sticks, but I get the three words out anyway. “I love you.”

      His hands clench at his sides. “I love you, too.” We step toward each other at the same time. Our palms come up to press against one another. We both stare at the difference in our hand size until his fingers curl around mine, and we hold hands. His other hand comes up to smooth over the back of my neck. “When I was little,” Hayes tells me. “I wished for an escape. I wanted a world where I didn’t get sucked into drug deals and coming down and worrying about whether my mom would be coherent enough to fix me dinner or at the very least, call in a pizza. I know you don’t need to be saved, Tessa, but you’re my escape, so I’ll do anything and everything to protect you. I want the fire to stay in your eyes. The determination to free your spirit. In you, I’ve found what I used to tell myself I deserved even though deep down I never really thought I did.” He swallows. “I’m not letting anything happen to you, so I’m sorry you don’t want me to save you, but I won’t stop. I can’t stop. I know what it’s like to have nothing. I know what it’s like to have the fire die out inside you. Where do you think my nickname came from? I won’t see that happen to you. It’ll break me.”

      I take in a deep breath, searching his face. How is this guy so completely perfect for me? A guy who’s quick to anger, but quick to love. A guy who would go against his own friends to do what’s right. Fiercely protective, yet abundantly careful all at the same time.

      I lick my lips. Hayes hasn’t let a girl touch him before. I get to be the first.

      I lift to my tiptoes, but even then, I can’t reach him. He has to bend over and pull me up, my legs going around his waist instinctively. He cups my ass, pulling me toward him until I can feel the evidence of his love pressing against me.

      My fingers dive into his hair, then around the back of his head where I deepen the kiss. He moans low in his throat until he sits on the bed with my legs on either side of him. My hand reaches for the hem of his shirt, and I pull up until he takes it from me and pulls it the rest of the way off. My fingertips press into his chest and then his sides. He breaks the kiss to place his lips on the pulse at my neck. Then he kisses me softly, slowly, until I bite my lip.

      His hands feather up my body, sinking underneath my shirt until he cups my breast. I roll forward, his dick resting between my thighs. We both part on panted breaths.

      His hands come down to the hem of my shirt. He looks me in the eye. “Will you let me have you?”

      Oh my God. I nod, before saying, “Yes,” and then nodding some more like I’m the one who hasn’t had sex before. My throat is dry, my pulse is pounding.

      He lifts my shirt up over my head. His gaze immediately drops to my breasts. I reach around to my back and unclasp my bra. Then, I slowly slide the straps down my arms while still keeping the bulk of me covered. He hooks a finger around the center of my bra and pulls, releasing my breasts from the cups. He discards the bra on the bed, still staring at me. Goosebumps spread over my skin, and my nipples harden at his intense stare. His hand comes up, his thumb brushing over my nipple, making me roll my hips into him again. “Perfect,” he murmurs. All traces of the guy who punched Chase are gone. This man here was sent to love me, worship me, fight my battles, and soothe my aches. And I couldn’t love him more.

      I slide off him, standing in front of him. “Lie down.”

      He blinks up at me but does what I say. I tug on his pants, pulling his boxers down until his cock springs free. My breath catches at his length, and even girth for that matter. I crawl in next to him, his hands sliding down my body as I do so, taking my bottoms with it. He tosses the clothing away until we’re lying side-by-side, staring into one another’s eyes.

      I reach down, sliding my hand down his length. “Oh, God,” he says, his jaw clenching.

      I swallow, suddenly nervous about this in a way I wasn’t with the others. I continue stroking him, his hips coming off the bed to meet me. “Do you want to be on top?” I know it’s not sexy to ask questions like that in bed, but I want this to be what he wants. I want it to be everything for him.

      He rolls on top of me, spreading my legs in one go until he’s nestled at my entrance. I inhale sharply. Panicked eyes meet mine. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

      I shake my head. “No. God no.”

      He moves forward slowly, the head of his cock nudging me. “You’re so wet for me,” he says.

      Holy shit. “Yes,” I tell him, arching up. The tip of his cock slides inside me, and we both still.

      Then, his resolve, if he had any, breaks. He pushes inside in one long thrust until he moves me on the bed. “Oh fuck,” he grits. “Holy shit.”

      I hold him to me until the feeling like he impaled me subsides. “Jesus, Hayes. You’re so big.” He’s stretched me, my body accommodating his size, and it feels so good.

      He drops a kiss to my forehead, then props his hands on either side of me, and starts pumping his hips straight inside me.

      All I can do is cling to him. I don’t know why I thought I’d have to take charge for his first time. He seems to know exactly what he’s doing. “God yes, Hayes,” I cry out. “More.”

      His gaze darkens. His movements quicken until we’re rocking the bed, and he’s hitting a spot inside me I didn’t know was possible. “Tight,” he says, his voice like gravel. “So tight.”

      I lift my hips to his, and his mouth opens in a silent scream. I keep doing it since it’s sending both of us into a frenzy. Staying propped up with one hand, he brings his other over to rake across my clit. “Hayes!”

      He starts to tremble, and it’s going to be a race to see who crosses the finish line first. “Please, Tessa,” he says, and just the way he says it, I know he wants me to come too. He has nothing to worry about. His thumb swirls over my clit, and I come apart, my body arcing into the air, meeting his in a solid stroke that only heightens the sensations swirling through me.

      His hand comes around me, keeping me there until I feel him jerk inside me. He cries out, his fingers almost painfully digging into my side until we both collapse on the bed. I sigh, reveling in his size inside me even after he’s come. “Oh my God.”

      He kisses my cheek, then my neck, then my bare shoulder before lying there, keeping most of his weight off me. After a moment, he says, “I may never leave this spot.”

      I place my hand on his cheek and turn my head to look at him. He looks so completely spent and satisfied that I don’t need to ask if he enjoyed himself, that much is clear. I move toward him. “You’re so hard, I feel like you could go again.”

      His eyes flash. “If my baby wants that.”

      I turn on my side, rolling my hips into his. He returns the favor until we’re going at it again. We spend the next however many minutes while our phones vibrate and music rings through the air trying whatever positions Hayes wants until we find one both of us can’t hold out on. He flips me onto my knees and poises himself behind me. Without warning, he thrusts inside, and my fingers curl into my sheets. “Fuck, Hayes. Yes, that’s so good.”

      He only grunts in response, like he’s on a mission he’s not about to back away from. His fingers find my clit until he gives me not one, but two orgasms before he comes inside me again, holding me to him like a life jacket.

      He kisses the back of my neck. “My dream…”
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      By the time Hayes and I make it over to Dad’s house, the celebration party is in full swing. The only people who noticed we weren’t there were Ryan, Sloan, and Alec, and when we walk in plastered to one another’s side, they know exactly what was going on.

      “Shut up,” I say to Sloan after he waggles his eyebrows at me.

      “I hope you gave it to him good, Daddy’s Girl.”

      I have to laugh at that because I’m pretty sure Hayes is the one who gave it to me good. I was just there for the ride.

      And what a ride it was.

      I peel off my shirt until I’m standing there in my sporty bikini, then I dive into the pool. It feels so good to swim again. That was one of the worst things about having that cast on for so long, no swimming. Since it’s been off, I’ve added laps to my exercise routine just to make up for lost time.

      The guys and I talk, discussing the season ahead. Dad and Leslie have made themselves scarce, which I appreciate. The patio table is filled with fruits, crackers, and cheese. I’m sure by the end of the day, my father will be barbecuing some chicken or something else to feed the entire RHS team.

      Hours go by, and I talk with as many teammates as I can. This year already feels different. I don’t feel like a novelty, I feel like one of them. I’m not the girl who’s on the team, I’m their teammate. We can talk and joke about stats, tell stories, and no one makes any back-handed compliments.

      I’m minding my business in the pool talking to Matt, who once again made the team, when the sliding glass door crashes open. I turn to find Lake scanning the pool. “Where the fuck is she?”

      Everyone knows who he’s talking about. Matt moves me behind him until I’m against the side of the pool. None of the Ballers are anywhere near me, in fact, I don’t see Ryan at all.

      “Where the fuck is she?” he roars again.

      “Dude,” Sloan says. “Calm down. Tessa’s not the problem.”

      “Don’t you tell me to fucking calm down, Ivy. Don’t.”

      His hands are shaking. Sweat pours from his forehead. The anger in his voice coupled with his physical reactions is what makes me scared. I think he’s high. His eyes are glazed over with fury, but in another way too. Like he’s looking without seeing.

      Sloan tries to approach him. “Don’t,” I call out, trying to stop him. I don’t want anyone I care about near him right now.

      Lake’s head whips toward me. My whole body shakes as adrenaline shoots through me. “You fucking bitch.”

      He’s unhinged. He lunges for the pool in all of his clothes, but Sloan catches him, trying to wrestle him away. He takes an elbow to the jaw for it, and I inhale when Sloan falls to the ground. Hayes has just pulled himself out of the pool to try to help, but now free, Lake dives right toward me. “Fuck,” Matt says.

      He doesn’t move from his place. A couple seconds later, before Lake has even resurfaced, Hayes has dived in right after him. Most of the guys are coming forward as well until there’s a group of us on one side of the pool just waiting to see what Lake’s going to do.

      When he resurfaces, he looks far scarier up close. He swims toward me. “I fucking hate you. Hate you!”

      “Back off,” Matt says, his voice firm.

      Lake’s fist pulls back once he’s within range. Matt holds his hand up to block it, but it connects anyway with a crunch. Matt’s head goes underwater, so I pull him back up. He struggles, gasping in air. Lake’s right in front of me, but Hayes has him now. He has a grip like steel, pulling him away from me as he continues to spit angry words my way. “You ruin fucking everything. You cunt. Son of a fucking bitch.”

      Ryan shows up in the entry of the sliding glass door. After quickly assessing the situation, he launches into action. He goes to the edge of the pool where Hayes has dragged Lake and pulls him out. Sloan’s up to help too, sporting a solid lump on his cheek and a red jaw.

      Lake’s harsh words quickly turn to hysterics. “I fucking hate her. I hate her.” He claws at Ryan’s swim trunks as they bring him to a rest on the concrete. “She’s taken everything from me and now my brother. My brother!” he yells with the same amount of fierceness he had when he walked in, but then he crumples again, barely able to lift himself off the cement. The guys step back, Alec now just joining them. We all watch as Lake falls apart. Since recovering, Matt has me pinned against the side of the pool as I watch Lake crumble like the toppling of the Acropolis. This is what it looks like to see kings and legends lose it. It’s as if he’s spent so much energy being king of the world that he falls the hardest. He’s sobbing now. “She has everything that should be mine.”

      Ryan crouches next to him, putting his hand on his arm.

      “Everything,” he says again. “Everything that’s mine.”

      All of us are too stunned to talk, but Ryan squeezes his arm. “She doesn’t, dude. She’s just another person. She’s worked hard for what she has.”

      “You don’t get it,” Lake spits back, trying to pull himself up. “She really has everything that should be mine. Literally. I should be her. I should have the Hall of Fame Dad and the nice house and the car.” He blinks, tears dripping from his lashes while he looks up at his former best friend. “Dale’s my dad.”

      I careen back, but there’s nowhere to go. Ryan shakes his head. “Dude, you’re fucking high. Come on. Let’s get you home.”

      Ryan tries to pull him up, but Lake slaps at his arm. “No! I fucking mean it. Timothy Dale is my dad, except he kept her and not me.”

      The world falls out from around me, and if Matt wasn’t holding me up, I’d drown. “W-what?”

      No one hears me though because Lake is off on a tirade calling me every dirty name in the book again. “He’s fucking high,” Ryan says again, looking out over the pool at all of his guests, but I can tell from his voice it’s just an excuse. Ryan’s gaze is far away like puzzle pieces are finally fitting together as Sloan helps him lift Lake to his feet. Just before they drag him into the house, Ryan finds my eyes, and I know without even exchanging words that he believes him.

      My dad is Lake’s dad, too.

      I start shaking my head. I keep shaking my head until arms grip me from behind and pull me from the pool. Hayes holds me to him. The rest of the team who only came to party with their new teammates look awkwardly at one another like they don’t know what to do. A few of them ask me if I need anything, but Alec fields their questions. I hear a few people say, “That’s fucked up.”

      It is, isn’t it? It’s fucked up. No one would just say that if they didn’t think it. Lake must really think he’s… Holy fuck. If my dad is his dad, we’re brother and sister.

      I lurch forward, but Hayes has a steady hand on me. I won’t fall with him by my side.

      All of Lake’s hatred suddenly makes sense. I have his life. He wasn’t fucking kidding. I have my dad, my house, the coaching skills since I was a little kid. I’ve seen where Lake lives, and I know of his father. It’s not a bad life, but it’s not mine. I came to RHS knowing I had a “better” life than most here. I knew I would have to break down the prejudices of having gone to a private academy and being the rich girl with the Mustang instead of the crappy first car with the two-toned doors. I’m privileged. I know it. Dad and I have done our best to give back. We’re always giving back, but to Lake, that never mattered because in his head, he was supposed to be me. Then I came in and took everything from him. His friends, his team. In his eyes, I’m the root of all evil.

      No wonder why he hates me.

      I look up at Hayes. “Is this true?”

      Hayes shrugs. “I’ve never heard him say anything like that before. I have no idea.”

      Alec’s jaw ticks as he watches the spot Lake just vacated.

      It sounded like Lake believed in what he was saying. It sounded like he’s believed it for a long time and hates every fucking letter that makes up the truth of that sentence.

      I wiggle out of Hayes’s grip only because I’m still slippery from the pool. Then, I run around Alec and head toward the glass door that’s still open. Lake’s outburst didn’t call Dad and Leslie. I have no idea where those two even are.

      I catch up to Lake, Sloan, and Ryan outside. Lake is draped over Ryan as Ryan puts him in a blue Toyota I don’t recognize. Sloan is getting into the driver’s seat. “Stop!” I call out.

      All three of them turn toward me while I run outside in just my bikini, the bottoms of my feet burning on the hot cement.

      Ryan gets Lake in the car and steps back. My chest is heaving when I get there. My fingers curl around the top of the car door. “Did you just…did you just say that you’re my brother?”

      No. No. That came out all wrong. I meant to ask if he thinks he’s my dad’s son. My dad’s son…

      His lip snarls. “I’ll never be your fucking brother. River’s my brother. You’re a piece of shit with a silver spoon in your mouth.”

      My teeth gnash together. “What’s your evidence, O’Brien? Or is this some sort of fucking lie you’ve made up in your head to make yourself the victim? What is it?”

      He turns away. His glassy eyes have gotten worse, but now he just looks tired more than anything. “Before my mom died, my aunt told me that my mom confessed to her once that my dad wasn’t my real dad. She told my aunt that she had a one-night stand with Timothy Dale, the basketball star. They met at a bar one night in town. She took him back to our house when my dad was on a business trip, and nine months later, I was born.”

      “You’re a liar.” My stomach clenches. My dad wouldn’t do that to my mom. I know it. They were happy then. They wanted me. There can’t even be that much of a difference age-wise between Lake and me. My parents couldn’t have been trying to conceive me while my dad strayed. No.

      “I’m not fucking lying.”

      “Then your mom lied. It didn’t happen.”

      Lake lunges at me, but the seatbelt catches him. All I have to do is step back a step.

      “You’ve been pissed off for so long for no fucking reason,” I scream at him. “You’re not only an asshole, you’re a fucking idiot. Why is this just now coming out, huh? Why?”

      I can feel the pool water dripping from my hair as I confront him. Lake winces at my words. “I was never supposed to say anything. I didn’t want to hurt my father or my brother, but it’s hard to hold back when I know you’re a fake. You think you come from this loving, perfect family with the house and the pool and the skills, but you’re nothing, Tessa Dale. Your whole life is built on lies.”

      I just shake my head at him. I may have been under an illusion that my parents were perfect before, but he can’t throw that in my face right now. “In case you haven’t been paying attention, that whole perfect family thing has already blown up in my face. Your words don’t hurt, Lake, because they’re lies.” I take another step back. “Get your shit together before the season starts.”

      Ryan slams the door closed, trapping Lake and his hideous mask of fury on the other side. Sloan pulls away immediately, and Alec takes Ryan’s keys from his grip and goes to follow him in Ryan’s Jeep.

      When everyone is out of sight except for Hayes and Ryan, I look up at them. “Is it true?”

      My gut tells me no, but in all honestly, my dad’s let me down before. The proof of one of those times is staring at me right now. My dad was with Ryan’s mom before I knew it…before my mother fucking knew it.

      “I have no idea, Tessa,” Ryan says. “No fucking idea.”

      He turns to look at the now deserted road.

      I wanted Lake to go. In fact, I want him away from me forever, but I also feel like all my answers just left in that car, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get the truth.
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      The next few days are a whirlwind. I can’t bring myself to ask Dad about what Lake’s accused him of. I can’t even look Lake’s way. If I thought he sneered at me before, it’s far, far worse. It’s like I’m the reason for his hatred and his downfall too.

      Surprisingly enough, there are no whispers at school. None of my teammates talk about what they heard during practice or lunch or any of the other team related activities the guys drag me to. Not a word is uttered out loud, yet my brain is full of questions and worries and doubts.

      Sometimes, I’m all on my father’s side. I’m furious at Lake’s aunt for telling him such a false accusation to ruin his whole life with. Other times, I can see my dad doing what he did. I can see him going home with another woman, fathering a child…but what I can’t see is him knowing and never being involved. I wish I had thought to ask Lake if my father supposedly knows about all of this.

      The rest of the time, I convince myself that none of it matters. When I step into the gym, I erase all those thoughts from my head. I’ve become very good at compartmentalizing. It’s Lake who isn’t. He’s angry one hundred percent of the time. Coach has made him sit out during practice because he just plays mean. I heard Coach tell him he wants him to see a counselor before he’s allowed to carry the ball again.

      I get a lot of playing time, but it’s not a consolation to me. I’ve always wanted to earn my spot. I don’t want to get it because Lake is struggling.

      During the scrimmage against Broadwell, I play the entire game, and we kick their ass. I get the same reception from my old teammates as last year. I sit in my old locker room before the game reminiscing about how far I’ve come, and I get a thrill when I go one-on-one with my ex and completely fake him out of his basketball shoes. Yet, I feel like it’s just the beginning. I thought that once I started for the team, I’d feel like I was on top of the world, but I don’t feel like that at all. Don’t get me wrong, I’m proud as hell. I know I deserve it, but it’s just another day until I can get the prize at the end. Dad says he’s just waiting on State to tell him when they’re going to come check Ryan and I—and hopefully the rest of the Ballers—out. That’s the prize.

      On the day of our season opener, Lake is noticeably absent from school. Coach is supposed to have strict rules that if you’re absent from school, you don’t get to play, but he’s been known to go against those rules for the Ballers before. It isn’t until lunch when most of us realize Lake is even absent. River’s at their lunch table alone with his girlfriend and some other Freshman. Rhonda and her crew fled the table when Lake blew up at her last week. He’s been shrugging off all her advances since the team was announced, and then last Wednesday, they had a very public fight with her shouting how tiny his dick was, so she didn’t give a shit if they dated or not. The whole thing just reinforced for me that Rhonda’s a shitty human being.

      I see Ryan and Sloan bend their heads together at the lunch table. “What is it?” I ask.

      Ryan looks over. Guilt is written on his face, and he can barely look me in the eye. “Lake messaged me this morning. I ignored him. It turns out he texted Sloan too.”

      “Um, me too,” Alec says, looking up from his tray.

      All eyes turn toward Hayes. He pulls his phone out, checks the screen, and nods. “Yeah, me too.”

      I get a weird twisting in my chest. He’s tried to contact all of them, and now he’s not here. I understand the look on Ryan’s face. He’s so angry and worried at the same time. We know he went back on the pills. He was definitely on something when he showed up at Dad’s house after I made the team. “I have to try to call him,” Ryan says.

      “Call him,” I tell him. I know Lake is suffering right now. I haven’t come to terms with what he said. I don’t know whether I should believe it or not, but it was clear to me that he believed it.

      Ryan stands from the table, kisses me on the top of the head, and then goes toward the hall. Each of us watch him as he goes. I only hope that Lake picks up and nothing is wrong. Maybe he’s just having a bad day. Maybe he’s sick. He could’ve tried to reach out to the Ballers for that reason, letting them know he wasn’t going to be well enough to play in tonight’s game. The more I think about it, I’m sure that’s what the problem is.

      When Ryan walks back into the cafeteria, though, he’s chewing on his lip. When he sits, he shakes his head. “No answer. I tried calling the house, too.”

      I watch each of the guys’ faces as different feelings play out on each of them. The first reaction is worry for the friend they had, then it’s a mix of wondering if they should be worried or not. Is this a cry for help? Or is this just one of Lake’s fucking asshole moments where he doesn’t show up to school and he plans on not showing up to the game either just to fuck with all of us.

      Ryan takes all of five seconds to get up and walk over to River’s table. I can hear him from here when he asks him where his brother is. “Home,” River says. His eyes connect with mine. “Sick, I think. We couldn’t get him to come out of his room this morning.”

      Ryan taps their table in front of him and then turns. He catches my eye and then walks toward the hall. All of us rise from our seats, except for Dawn whose eyes are practically rolling into the back of her head. As soon as we get out into the hallway, Ryan says, “I have to go over there. I don’t like this. You guys saw how fucked up he was when he was at my house.”

      Sloan and Alec agree. Hayes rubs both his hands down the sides of his face before sighing. “Yeah. Go. But hurry up and get your asses back here, so we don’t have to hear about it from Coach. I’m staying with Tessa.”

      Ryan, Sloan, and Alec run off down the hall. They walk right out the doors and even though there’s a teacher walking in at the same time, he doesn’t say a word, just watches them leave campus like they’re allowed to in the middle of the day. Hayes puts his hand around my shoulders and pulls me back into the cafeteria.

      For as long as I’ve known Lake, I never thought him capable of this. Miss the season opener. Even if he’s uncertain of his starting status, which I’m sure he’s as uncertain as I am, he knows he shouldn’t miss. Especially since Coach Bradley still hasn’t stopped talking about being a team. Who knows, maybe this whole teamwork thing is deepening its roots into me, too. I always thought I was a good teammate, but with the stuff that Lake has done in the past, I couldn’t find myself caring for what he did.

      Except, I know that’s not true anymore. My stomach twists again. If anyone has been paying attention, they know Lake has been a wreck. He doesn’t have his close friends anymore to hold him up. Not saying he doesn’t deserve it. He does. But damn. What if something’s happened?

      What if I’m the reason Lake did something to himself? And what if I’m the reason his friends weren’t there for him?

      “Don’t you dare do that,” Hayes says, hugging me to his side. “None of this is your fault. Besides, he’s probably fine.”

      When we get back to the table, Dawn tries to get me to talk about the game, and I try as much as I can, but I’m just kind of out of it until she snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Are you seriously worried for that fucker? I swear I could slap you.”

      I tear my gaze away from the lunch table and stare at her. Her jaw is hanging open, and she’s looking at me with complete confusion.

      “The guy who broke your wrist on purpose? You’re worried about him.”

      I shrug. Dawn doesn’t know everything, and I’m not going to tell her about the drugs or the fact that he thinks my dad is his dad, but she has a point all the same.

      “That asshole couldn’t give two shits about you if you were lying bleeding in the fucking street, Tessa. Tonight, you have a shot at starting in the first game of the season. Pull your head out of your ass.”

      Her words sucker punch me in the gut. There’s some truth to what she’s said. He really doesn’t give a shit about me. Not at all. He loathes me. He’d probably be jumping for joy right now if our situations were reversed. But still…there’s a little voice inside me saying that he might be my brother. I can barely form the thought, but it’s true. If what he thinks is correct, he is my brother, and fucked up history or not, I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.

      “Jesus, Hayes,” Dawn says. “Can’t you fuck some sense into her?”

      My mind had wandered off again, but now my gaze latches onto hers. I shake my head. “You’re so ridiculous. Actually, you’re so far past ridiculous, I don’t even have another word to describe you.”

      She beams like I’ve just given her the best compliment.

      The last couple of periods go by quickly. When I check my phone in my locker after the last class of the day, there’s a text from Ryan to the group telling us they couldn’t find Lake. They have no idea where he is, and his father hasn’t seen him either. His last text said: Focus on the game. See you soon.

      He’s one hundred percent right. I practically run to the Timothy Dale Court locker room where I dress in my jersey. My stomach is upset for a whole different reason now. If Lake doesn’t show up, which it looks like he won’t, I’m definitely starting. That thought is confirmed when Coach Bradley knocks on the girls’ locker room door a couple minutes later. When I tell him to come in, he walks in with a big smile on his face. “You’re starting, Dale. And before anyone says anything, you were starting before Lake decided to pull a no-show. You’re exactly who we want as the Point Guard starter.”

      My eyebrows rise. “You were going to start me anyway?” I hoped he would. I wanted it so badly, but I didn’t think it was possible.

      He nods. “You and Lake are both great players, and I can’t deny the chemistry that he and the other four have, but all that has been missing this season. I want you to show them what you’re made of, Dale. You understand me?”

      I stand as Coach turns and beckons me forward. Together, we walk across the court. People are filing into their seats. There’s music blaring from the corner DJ. The heavy bass matches my thumping heart. I catch Dawn’s eye in the stands and mouth to her, “I’m starting.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” she mouths back.

      I smile and shake my head. Her face breaks out into the biggest smile before she has to turn to David to explain to him what I just said.

      When we get into the boys’ locker room, they’re all dressed and waiting for us. It dawns on me then that I forgot to look for my mom and dad in the stands. I’m sure they’re both there. One has Leslie and the other has Ron next to them, but what matters is that they’re both there supporting me.

      Sloan winks, and I sit down next to him as Coach talks about our first game, going through the first couple of plays he wants us to run. When he’s finished, we all gather together, our hands in the middle of a circle, “One, two, WARRIORS!”

      Every warrior except for the five of us jog out to center court. I can’t believe I got the start. I earned the start for once. My father didn’t get it for me. Lake’s disappearing act didn’t get it for me. I got it for me. Despite all odds. Despite breaking my wrist a few months ago. Despite being a girl and playing for the boys’ team. Despite having to overcome stigmas and bullshit, I’m here.

      I was wrong about the prize just being college. This is one hell of a gift, and I’m going to make sure I give it my all out there.

      The Warrior theme song for this year starts playing. Ryan brings us all in and says, “Play hard. Play smart. One team. One focus.”

      God, I love him. I love all of them. If I already didn’t want to play like hell for myself, I’d play like hell for them. The better I play, the better they’ll play. That’s what Coach drills into us every practice. A rising tide lifts all boats.

      We’re in it to win it.

      Outside, I hear the DJ rile everyone up. He has the crowd going nuts. Beyond the blinding lights of this locker room, out on the court, there are multi-color lasers beaming everywhere. There’s disco ball-like swirling dots among the darkened room, and there’s a room full of people I need to prove myself to. But I’m not worried anymore because I have these guys with me.

      “Your starting Point Guard, Quintessa Dale!”

      I lock eyes with every single one of them, then run out the door, smack hands with all my teammates, and stare into the crowd, knowing beyond the shadow of a doubt, that I’ll be doing this same thing for most of my life.

      I’m too committed to fail.

      Mom and Dad, though they’re sitting separately, are both standing in the front row, giving me a standing ovation. In their eyes is all the satisfaction I’ve ever needed. My dad wipes at his eyes, overcome with emotion, and my mom is practically bouncing on her toes. I know what my father must see. Himself.

      And maybe I am a little bit him. But I’m me too.

      Tessa fucking Dale.
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      We won.

      We killed them.

      We fucking owned that team.

      We’re all in the middle of the court celebrating after shaking hands with the opposing team when a policeman walks onto the court. I only notice him when he pulls Coach Bradley aside.

      I stop smiling. I stop jumping. I stop hugging my teammates. We all do.

      Ryan is the first to break free from the group, followed by Sloan and Alec. My chest is still heaving from the exhilaration of having won, but I follow behind them. We’re too late to hear anything that’s said. The sheriff tips his hat to Coach, and then we’re all ushered into the locker room. I keep trying to get a full-on view of Coach’s face, but I keep missing it. All I see is his strong chin. As soon as we’re settled into the locker room, Coach pulls a chair into the center of the room. Ryan can barely control himself. “Was that about Lake? Where is he?”

      My dad nudges the locker room door open as Coach says, “Lake overdosed this evening. He’s in Memorial’s ICU.”

      “He’s…alive?” I ask, my voice rushing out of me with the thousand questions I have.

      Coach nods.

      “Do they think he’ll be okay?” Alec asks.

      Coach nods again. “They do. Let’s bend our heads in a moment of silence for our troubled teammate.”

      The moment of silence doesn’t last long, but it is profound. As soon as Coach raises his head, Ryan jumps to his feet. He goes right for my dad. “I have to see him.”

      Dad doesn’t hesitate. “Let’s get your mom. Tessa?”

      I’m already there. I’m right beside them.

      Dad calls out, “We’re headed to the hospital. We have room for one more.”

      Hayes jumps up then. I knew he would. I can’t quite make out the emotion on his face. Sloan and Alec tell us they’ll meet us there. It takes me a moment to kind of recognize the look on the Ballers’ faces. It’s panic. It’s worry and distraught. It looks like they’re losing someone all over again.

      While Dad gets Leslie, I run to Mom and tell her what’s going on and that I’m going with Dad. Mom blinks rapidly before saying, “Of course. Go!”

      I run back to Dad, and then we’re all jogging out of Timothy Dale Court and toward my father’s vehicle. On the way, I hold Ryan’s hand. He squeezes mine. We don’t talk at all, but he knows I’m there for him. Leslie looks around, peppering Ryan with questions, and even then, he doesn’t let go and I know she sees us. Hayes has a hold of my other hand, which I know she can’t see because he’s seated behind her. She doesn’t react, just stares at out entwined hands before lifting her gaze back up to Ryan. He tells her the truth. Everything. He tells her we knew he was on pills, but that he never thought it would get this bad.

      When my dad parks the car in the lot, everyone goes to get out, but I reach out and squeeze my dad’s shoulder. My previously injured wrist feels strong. The sweat that had been dripping down my neck is dry, making me chill in the air conditioning. “I need to talk to you, Dad,” I tell him.

      “Now?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yeah, now,” I say, my voice hard.

      I know he’ll understand in a minute, but I also don’t want to ask him in front of Leslie. This is between me, him, and the boy within the ICU’s walls, except Lake can’t ask my dad right now. So, I’ll have to be his voice.

      Ryan squeezes my hand one last time and then the rest of them leave. Dad turns in his seat, “What is it, Tessa?”

      I swallow. It’s so hard to ask this. I’d been riding the hump, so I place my feet on it and then my elbows on my knees to hold my head. I pull my fingers through my hair. “I need to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me.”

      He nods. “Of course, Pumpkin. What is it?”

      I blow out a breath. Once I hear this answer, I can’t unhear it. “Lake is under the impression that you…could be his father.”

      Dad’s gaze widens, then his pupils dilate.

      “Is there truth to that, Dad? Did you sleep with his mom while you were trying to have me?”

      His mouth opens. Then closes. Then it opens again. “Oh, Tessa honey.” He pales. “I’ve had sex with Lake’s mother, yes. Once. It was a mistake. Your mother and I were under so much stress when it came to trying to conceive you. We couldn’t get pregnant, and we wanted you so, so badly. We got into a huge argument, and I turned to Lake’s mom for comfort.”

      My stomach lurches.

      “It’s not one of my prouder moments. Here was this woman who was just so carefree. She wasn’t anything like what I was dealing with back at home, and I made a mistake.”

      “You seem to make a lot of those,” I say, voice harsh.

      “She was the only time.”

      Seriously? “Leslie?” I ask pointedly.

      “Your mom and I were having problems before I met Leslie.”

      I roll my eyes. It’s not the time to get into this with him though. “Lake, Dad. What about Lake?”

      “I swear if he’s my son, I don’t know anything about it. I never talked to Lake’s mom after that. She was married, I was married. When we saw each other, we just acted like nothing happened. It meant nothing to me. Why does he think he’s my son?”

      I take a deep breath. “I can only tell you what he told me.” I swallow. “His mom, I guess, died years ago. Before she died, she confessed to her sister, Lake’s aunt, that she’d had sex with you and that she believed Lake was yours. That’s all I know, and as far as I know, that’s all he knows. That’s why he hates me, Dad. He hates me because he thinks he should’ve had the life I do.”

      Dad buries his head in his hands and shakes it. “You know me, Pumpkin. If I’m wrong, I fess up to it. If she’d told me, I would’ve done the right thing by Lake. I would’ve told your mom. I would’ve been in his life. If she thought I was the father, she never tried to tell me about it.”

      With how broken up he is right now, I believe him. I lean forward. “We have to do something about this, Dad. We have to figure out whether you’re his father or not.”

      “I’ll handle it,” he says. “I’ll do something.” He wipes a hand down his jaw, pulling himself together.

      The two of us get out of the car, but it feels like there are two cement blocks tied to our feet. The fact that both of us might have something to do with the fact that Lake can’t control himself is almost unbelievable. Over the days since I found out, I’ve brought up pictures of my father and Lake, trying to see if I find any similarities in appearance. I even went so far as to pull out pictures of my dad from when he was a kid. I don’t see it, but I know that doesn’t mean anything.

      “I’m just a man,” Dad says right before we get to the hospital entrance. “I’ve tried to be your hero since you were little, Tess, and it breaks my heart that you’re seeing me in another light. I always wanted to be your hero.”

      I stop him inside the doors. There are tears in the corners of his eyes. I know my dad’s done shit that hurt me, that hurt Mom, but that doesn’t change the way I feel about him. “Dad, I love you. Even heroes stumble.”

      He swallows, takes my hand without a word, and we walk up to the ICU to join Ryan, Leslie, and Hayes, and pretty much every other Warrior basketball player in a sea of red shirts and jerseys. After a moment, my dad takes Leslie aside, and I’m sure he’s telling her about Lake. I don’t know what she’ll think about this, but I take the opportunity to tell the guys while we’re all in the waiting room what my dad said.

      While they’re taking in the information, a nurse comes enters the room. She looks out at all the people gathered there. Some are sitting on the ground, some curled up on their sides, heads resting against the backs of the uncomfortable chairs. “I need to see Ryan, Hayes, Sloan, and Alec, please.”

      The guys all jump up. All four of them have been going out of their mind with worry. My heart trips as I watch them walk up to the nurse. I just told my dad that heroes can stumble. I wonder if assholes can rise above. I wonder if this can be Lake’s tipping point.

      The nurse takes them around the corner. My leg bobs up and down in their absence, and when Dad and Leslie come back, I tell them the guys got called back. Leslie wipes at her eyes, but I know not all of that can be from what Dad’s just told her. She was crying before then too. Lake was Ryan’s best friend. She’s probably known him since he was a kid.

      While we’re still waiting to hear something, Leslie turns toward me. “Tessa, can I ask you a question?”

      “Um, sure.”

      She inches closer and lowers her voice. “Is something going on between you and Ryan?”

      A clog works its way into my throat. I knew she saw us holding hands. I knew she would have thoughts about that. Ryan and I have already discussed that we should say something and since he’s currently in Lake’s hospital room, hopefully talking to his friend that OD’d, I can deal with this question. “Yes,” I tell her. Then I look up at my dad. “Ryan and I like each other. I’ve liked him for a long time.”

      Leslie looks up at Dad, then back at me. “I wish you would’ve said something.”

      I rub my hands down my thighs. “It was kind of awkward,” I tell her honestly. “We didn’t know if you were going to make us stepbrother and stepsister.” I try to say it as a joke, but it falls flat because I realize they probably will, and that’s just something I don’t want to deal with right now.

      She gives me a small smile “We’ll discuss this later.” She taps my hand though. “I’m happy for the both of you. I used to wonder if anyone else could deal with how driven Ryan is and then I met you. I always wondered why you two weren’t friends, and I guess I have my answer.”

      “Lake hates me,” I tell her, looking up at her through my eyelashes. “Because he didn’t like me, he got Ryan and the rest of them not to like me either.”

      “Lake doesn’t hate you,” Leslie says, lowering her voice even further. “He’s jealous. If it’s true, he has a right to be. I don’t know what the future will bring, Tessa, but I know that it’s not you he hates. When kids grow up the way Lake did, it’s usually themselves that they hate because they think the person they want in their life the most doesn’t want them. Trust me on this one, okay?”

      Tears gather in her eyes, but then she looks away. A lot is coming together for me now where Leslie is concerned. She’ll never replace my mother, but I don’t dislike her anymore.

      Little by little, the crowd thins. It’s hours before the Ballers come back out, bringing Mr. O’Brien and River with them. Their faces are solemn. It’s Ryan who approaches my dad. “He wants to see you.”

      Holy shit.

      My stomach tumbles over itself. Mr. O’Brien completely ignores my dad as he walks by him, but their faces say everything. They know. As soon as my dad walks around the corner, Ryan confirms it for me. Lake confessed to everything while they were in there after Mr. O’Brien kept asking why. He’s so jittery that I can tell it must’ve been intense. I don’t know how it’s going to go with my dad, but for their sake, if they are father and son, I hope they talk things through. I don’t need a relationship with Lake, but it seems like Lake might need one with him.

      Hayes sits down next to me and pulls my head to his chest. “Rest, Tessa. Nothing’s going to happen for a while.”

      Leslie looks from Hayes to Ryan, her face screwed up into a frown. I look at Ryan knowing he’s going to have to explain this one to her. I fielded the dating question, he can handle this one.
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      We’re on the way home from a game when Alec tucks me into his side on the posh Baller bus. I guess it’s my bus now, too. He’s has been playing way more than he would like. Mostly because the five of us out there are fire together. I didn’t know what it would be like to play with them after we all started a relationship together, but it’s been great for all of our games. Even though Coach would love to leave Alec in there longer, he’s respected his wishes and hasn’t played him for longer than half a game. In the long run, it’s a great move. This way the upcoming Power Forward that’s going to take over after we all graduate this year gets a lot of playing time. I’m sure Coach is probably freaking out that his starters are all Seniors. His entire starting lineup won’t be around next year, so he’ll have to break in an all new team. I know he can do it. He’s a tremendous coach.

      “You heard from Lake today?” I ask as his fingers make circles on my shoulders.

      Alec sniffs my hair, taking in my freshly shampooed strands. “Yeah, I talked to him earlier.”

      “He doing okay?”

      “Better,” Alec says. “He likes the facility he’s in.”

      I swallow. Lakeview is a retreat for addicts. My dad’s paid for Lake to go there to get himself straight. The school has agreed to let him do homework remotely until he can come back to regular school. The docs he has there are optimistic that he won’t have to stay for long. He should be back to at least hit the end of the basketball season. “That’s good.”

      Alec clears his throat. “He told me they should be getting the results back any day now.”

      My throat feels scratchy all of a sudden. Lake and Dad together decided they should get a DNA test done to decide if Lake is really his. They talked at the hospital that night about the possibility that he was. My dad’s been pretty quiet about all of it. All I know is that if Lake is his, he’ll do what’s right. I would expect nothing less from him.

      Lake’s father isn’t happy about it. In fact, I think he was pretty hard on Lake when he found out why he took too many pills that night on purpose. His dad is certain that Lake is his. Ryan told me Mr. O’Brien seems pretty shook up about the whole thing. He had no idea it was even a possibility that Lake wasn’t his and is adamantly against the test. Lake’s doctors are the ones who told Lake he should get it done if he really felt the need.

      Hell, I can’t blame him for that. I would feel the need. I can’t imagine not knowing who my parents are.

      “Do you think you’ll want to be there when they find out?”

      “Me?” I squeak. I shake my head automatically. “No. No way. I’m sure they won’t want me there anyway.”

      “But if your dad is his dad, you and Lake will be brother and sister.”

      I laugh at that. I know that by blood we’ll be brother and sister, but there’s very little actual possibility that Lake and I would ever be brother and sister. “He hates me, remember?”

      Alec runs a hand through his hair. His deep green eyes are thoughtful when he says, “He says he wants to talk to you, you know.”

      This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this. He told Ryan the same thing, and Sloan, too. Hayes has talked to Lake as well, but he’s the only one who hasn’t been up there to see him. They’ve talked on the phone and via text when Lake is allowed to have phone time, but Hayes doesn’t want to see him at a rehab center, no matter how low key it is. “I’ll talk to him when he’s ready,” I tell Alec.

      “I think it’s actually a part of his healing,” Alec says. “It’s like the step program for alcoholics. He’s supposed to talk to the people he’s wronged the most. Your name came up.”

      I can’t imagine why. As soon as I think it, I frown. If I put myself in Lake’s shoes, I can understand why he was a dick. I’m not saying I deserved any of it, but I can understand things from his point of view. That’s all. “If it’ll help,” I say, shrugging.

      Alec lifts his head away from me and stares into my face. “Come on, babe,” he says, his brows lifting. “You can’t expect me to believe that you’re fine with all of this.”

      My jaw locks down. Lake tried to take his own life. A cry for help. There’s no way I’m going to say shit about how I’m feeling right now. I’m not in danger of doing anything to myself. I don’t want my dad to be Lake’s dad though.

      I take a deep breath.

      That’s the truth.

      If he is, it’ll be another betrayal added to the list. Except for this one was years in the making. Years that he kept hidden that he turned his back on my mom. And if he fathered Lake in the process, it’s as if he turned his back on me too.

      But if I say all that, I’m the bitch. Right? I can’t say tell everyone that I think the guy who tried to hurt himself shouldn’t have a dad like mine. He’s my dad. End of story.

      “Hey,” Alec says, shifting his shoulder closer to mine. “Talk to me.”

      “There’s nothing to say.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I turn my head and glare at him.

      His gaze narrows. “You’ve been quiet this whole time. None of us are buying your pacificity, Tessa. We’re just waiting for you to explode. Lake wasn’t nice to you. He was downright nasty to you. You must have some thoughts on being his sister.”

      “Possibly being his sister,” I correct. I’m not ready to say it’s a definite yet. In fact, I’ve been lying on my bed at night, staring through the ceiling to whatever is beyond, and wishing that Lake won’t become a member of my family.

      How horrible does that sound? I can’t utter that to anyone. Especially not now that my Ballers are trying to reach out to Lake again. The guilt in their eyes tears me apart because I know that I was the reason they weren’t there for him to begin with. Maybe he wouldn’t have felt the need to do that to himself if he still had them around.

      Alec touches my cheek. “You want to know what I think?”

      Not really. “Sure.”

      “I think,” he says, his lips a thin line. “I think you’re struggling, and you don’t want to say anything. I think you feel bad for Lake, yet you don’t like him at the same time.” He places his finger under my chin and tips my face to look at him. “Can’t you see that we’re all struggling with the same thing, Tessa? Lake did some shitty stuff. Maybe he doesn’t deserve our well wishes, maybe he does. We don’t have to forgive him for what he’s done to hope that he gets better.”

      I swallow. That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking. I’ve been struggling with the idea that I didn’t want Lake to get hurt, but that I also don’t want to start calling him up on the phone to get updates about how he’s doing. I can’t forget what he’s done. I won’t. It’s a part of me. It’s made me who I am, and I love who I am right this minute. I’m stronger because of how awful he was to me. I know that I can be pushed to the breaking point and still come out the other side with a bigger heart and better attitude than I had in the beginning.

      I drop my head to the seat. “Yeah, Alec. I can’t forget. I won’t.”

      “No one’s asking you to.”

      I picture myself walking into that swanky rehab center, surrounded by a bunch of doctors. “I’m going to be pressured into forgiving him.”

      “Don’t. I don’t think you should.”

      “So, what if me not forgiving him keeps him there? Or worse, makes him use again?”

      “That’s not on you. That’s on him. He’s the only one who can control himself.”

      I try to look away, but Alec grabs my face. He moves closer until we’re nose to nose. “You do what you have to do.” With his gaze still on mine, he leans forward, capturing my lips in a kiss that stops my heart. A moan escapes my throat that makes me want to die of embarrassment immediately. I feel the heat of eyes on me and look over to find Sloan’s gaze intent on mine. He waggles his eyebrows, which ultimately makes me pull away from Alec.

      “Aw, don’t do that on my part. I enjoy the show.”

      I shake my head at him and look away as Alec entwines our fingers. I lean my head against the window and stare out at the scenery on our drive back into Rockport.

      Despite all this, we have a perfect season so far. Every game day, the Ballers and I pull our jerseys on. When we do, it’s like we’re pulling on a suit of armor. Nothing can touch us there except for basketball. We run, we shoot, we score. At the end of the game, we pull our jerseys off and slip into this new skin where much of what we thought was true is actually something completely different.

      I guess that’s part of growing up, realizing that the things you thought you knew aren’t real. And realizing there are things you take for granted whether you mean to or not.
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      Lake’s been wanting me to come see him at the rehab place. I heard it from my dad, and I heard it from the Ballers. I’ve been pushing it off until the weekend because I just didn’t want anything to interfere with basketball. I know that sounds petty, and I’m sure everyone saw through me, but if we have to do this, we should be doing it on my terms, right?

      The Ballers are taking me up in Ryan’s Jeep. Hayes has his strong hands around me in the backseat while my heart beats against my ribs with a resounding gong. To be face to face with my tormentor isn’t something I want, even now that he’s dropped to the lowest of lows.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Hayes says.

      He’s pretty much the only one who’s told me I don’t have to. I can tell the others want me to, and I can’t blame them either. Lake is their oldest friend. If anything, I’m doing this more for them than for Lake.

      Ryan pulls up in front of a remodeled historic home. There’s a sprawling green lawn with benches sparsed throughout. It looks more like a bed and breakfast than a rehab place.

      When we get inside, that’s where I recognize the clinical aspects. There’s a check-in window that we all need our licenses for. They print us out stickers to put on our shirts to identify us to personnel. They tell us Lake is in the rec area, so we follow the small signs that are almost inconspicuous unless you’re looking for them. When we get there, we look in to find a gym. It’s a rather large area with one half of it set up with a volleyball net. On the other half, there’s a hoop with only one person playing, and it just happens to be Lake. He dribbles at the top of the key before jumping to take a shot. It swooshes in. He runs forward, grabbing his own rebound only to throw the ball back up right away for a layup that rolls across the back of the backboard and then directly down through the net again.

      “We’ll be right here,” Ryan says.

      My eyes widen. “You guys aren’t coming in with me?”

      Sloan shakes his head. “Alone first, babe. If you need us, let us know.”

      I run my hands through my hair, then take a tentative step forward. If it weren’t for the fact that he’s playing basketball, I’m not sure I would’ve been able to make my feet work. But the ball takes an odd bounce off the rim and comes my way. On instinct, I move forward and grab it. When I look up, Lake has stopped. He blinks at me, then looks behind me before returning his gaze to me.

      He holds his hands out, so I toss him the ball. He grabs it, spins it on his finger, and then tucks it against his hip. “Are they right outside?”

      I shrug. “I think so.”

      He nods. “They’re never very far away from you, are they?”

      A creepy crawly sensation floods over my neck. I don’t know how to answer that.

      “It’s okay,” Lake says. “I’m happy for them.”

      My eyebrows shoot up at that. But then my brows pull together. I’m aware of what I must look like to him. I look like I don’t believe him because I don’t. Not at all.

      He chuckles softly. “I have news.”

      I shift on my feet. This is awkward as fuck and nothing is making it better. “Yeah?”

      “I told them I wanted to tell you.”

      My heart squeezes. Shit. This is about the paternity test. No, no. No, I’m not ready for this.

      “I—”

      “Lake, don’t,” I say, stepping forward, my hand outstretched. “I don’t want—”

      “Your dad’s not my dad.”

      I stop, my mouth still open from trying to talk over him, but as usual, Lake just moved on like I didn’t exist. But what he’s said…holy shit. “He’s not?”

      Lake shakes his head. He drops the ball and dribbles it a few times, then picks it back up again. “He’s not. Science proved it.” He glances up at me. “You’re happy about that?”

      Shame washes over me. My face gets red, but this doesn’t feel like the place for lies. It feels like it’s time for some hard truths. “Yes, I am.”

      He nods slowly. “I still don’t know what to think. I really thought he was my dad.” His voice gets caught, but then he clears his throat, ever charging forward. “I thought he was for so long. It made sense to me that he was. I’m good at basketball. Your dad’s obviously good at basketball. My dad doesn’t play sports. He’s like the last person in the world who would play sports. He’s the type that would own a sports team, run one even, but he wouldn’t be the one on the court, and that’s why I just thought your dad was.”

      I can’t tell from his voice if he’s sad about the fact that my dad isn’t his. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. Holy shit. Relief sweeps through me. He’s not my brother. Thank fuck.

      It all makes sense then, why I was praying he wasn’t. Sure, it was about my dad, but it was also because I didn’t want to hate my brother. A brother. I always wanted a sibling, but my parents could barely have me.

      There it is in black and white in front of me like I should’ve known all along. I didn’t want Lake to be my brother because he’s the exact opposite of the person I pictured when I was a little kid. He’s a monster. A recovering monster, maybe. But he’s no Dale.

      I wipe my eyes. They burn, and I can feel them fill at the corners with unshed tears.

      Lake looks away. “You’re so happy I’m not related to you that you’re crying. I guess I can’t blame you. I’ve been…” He wavers.

      “A dick?”

      His jaw hardens. “Yeah, that. I’ve been an asshole. All for something that wasn’t even true.” He laughs, and a sliver of ice rolls down my spine. “It’s so stupid, isn’t it? I was such a dick because I thought you got everything that belonged to me, and it turns out that’s not even true.”

      “No, it’s not true,” I say, my voice hardening. “I deserve everything I have.”

      Lake scratches his jaw.

      “I’m a great basketball player. I’m friendly. I’m nice. I’ve worked for everything that I fucking have. Yes, I have my father, but I’m sure there are a bunch of athletes out there whose kids didn’t follow in their footsteps. It’s not like I got some magical gene because he’s my dad. I worked my ass off, just like you did.”

      His gaze snaps to mine. He doesn’t comment on that. He just says, “I hear you’re going to State next year.”

      “I am,” I say, thinking about the news I got that morning. The scout came to our game last week. The womens’ basketball coach called me this morning to officially tell me I’m getting a scholarship. A full scholarship.

      Ryan, Hayes, and Sloan also got their calls too. Alec is waiting on pins and needles.

      “You’re…” He clears his throat. “You know what’s fucking ridiculous is the fact that I still have a hard time admitting to myself that you’re good. You’re good, Tessa. Not that you need me to tell you that.”

      “I don’t,” I say automatically.

      “I know,” he growls. “I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with me, okay? You’re fucking good. You’re as good as me if not better. You always have been.”

      My breath catches. Maybe I did need to hear him say that because right now, tears are spilling over. The last of the Ballers is telling me that I’m good. It’s like a piece of me fell into place inside. A piece of me that I didn’t even know was out of whack.

      Lake’s face is flushed. “Fuck. This is harder than I thought it was going to be.”

      “What? Being truthful?”

      He pins me with a hard gaze. “Maybe. I don’t know.” He steps forward. He drops the ball and it bounces away. “I didn’t actually mean to break your wrist at camp. I know that sounds like a crock of shit, but I didn’t. I wanted to hurt you in that moment, yes, but I didn’t think I’d break one of your bones.” He rubs the side of his head. “It’s probably the most fucked up thing I’ve ever done. It’s unforgivable. I…” He swallows. “I can’t tell you how relieved I was to hear that you made it into State despite what I did to you.”

      My head careens back. I feel like he’s just sucker punched me. “I don’t know if I believe that.”

      “You have every right not to. Fuck, I probably wouldn’t if I were you. I probably would’ve marched right in here and beat the shit out of me.” He points toward the gym door. “Hell, if I was one of them, I would’ve run right in here and beat the shit out of me for you. If anyone did that to them, I would kill them.” He shakes his head. “I can see bullshit in other people, but it’s hard to see it in myself.”

      “If it helps, if I wasn’t in the middle of the season and worried about my wrist, I probably would’ve thought about kicking your ass.”

      He grins at that. “Always so level-headed. You’re just like Ryan.”

      I smirk at that. There’s a lot of truth to that statement.

      It’s silent for a long time. Long enough to give me the creepy crawling feeling again. “Is that it then? Is that all you wanted to tell me? Do I need to sign off with your doctor’s that I’ve heard what you had to say?”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “No. I’ll have to talk about you in therapy again though.” He rolls his eyes. “There’s this girl in there who actually knows who you are. I guess she’s a basketball player, too, and her coach got video of you and showed it to her team. Did you know you’re up on YouTube? Some of your plays, I mean.”

      I actually did know that. Not that I’ve Googled my own name or anything. “Aren’t you guys up on YouTube?”

      “Well, yeah. We’re awesome.”

      My brows slam down over my forehead.

      He laughs. The sound rips through the gymnasium, bouncing off the walls. “Come on. That was funny.”

      “If being chauvinistic is funny, you’re a regular comedian.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      I wrinkle my nose at him.

      “What?” he asks, his hands still splayed out over his stomach like he’s trying to contain his amusement.

      “You’re still an asshole.”

      This makes him laugh again. “What, you thought a bit of rehab would cure me of that? Sorry. That’s just me.”

      “Good to know.” I wait a beat. “My dad… Does he know about the DNA test?”

      Lake’s amusement falls away. He looks toward the corner of the gym. “Yeah, he knows.”

      “He would’ve done the right thing,” I tell Lake. I don’t know why. It’s not like I owe him anything. “He would’ve done whatever you needed.”

      “I know,” Lake says, finally turning toward me again. “A part of me wanted it to be him. You know, have the fancy basketball player father with all the connections. Kind of like what Ryan has right now.”

      “My dad will still help you.”

      He shakes his head. “He doesn’t have to. I have my own Dad now. It’s weird how I can feel two different things at once. I wanted my dad to be my dad, but I was also kind of hoping it was yours. When I found out my dad is my actual Dad, I was relieved and sad at the same time. It doesn’t make any sense. I guess I just wanted to be special for once.”

      “Having a famous dad doesn’t make you special, Lake. How many children’s names of celebrities do you know?”

      He looks up at me. “Just you.”

      My stomach tightens. There’s this weird mixture in his blue eyes. They’re not as blue as Hayes’s, but like a soft, summer day blue.

      He looks away. “Anyway, that’s it. I guess you’re free to go now, and you don’t have to worry about me anymore.”

      I snort. “Yeah? What makes you think I was worried about you before?”

      He turns around to grab the basketball. “I mean, you were a little worried…about basketball. About me being better than you.”

      I shake my head. “Never.”

      “Yeah?” He holds up the basketball, and I nod.

      When he throws it to me, I dribble a few times and then shoot. The ball goes in and almost inexplicably, ridiculously, Lake and I start playing basketball…together. There’s no competition. Okay, there’s a little.

      But there’s no fear that he’s going to break my wrist again.

      Okay. Maybe a little, but whatever else I’m feeling, this feels…like it should. Like two people who are really good at basketball that want to challenge one another. It’s exactly what should have been happening between Lake and I all along.
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      This year… Damn, this fucking year…

      Lake got out of rehab at the very end of the season. We’re not by any means close friends, but we’re also not enemies anymore either. I no longer watch my back around him. In fact, I think he’s kind of on my side, too.

      We’re all in the locker room at RHS, dressed in our Warrior jerseys. I’m staring around at the faces who’ve stared back at me this whole season. I feel comfort here. I feel freedom. I feel an excitement I never thought possible.

      Outside this room, the Timothy Dale Court is packed. It’s fucking Championships, baby. It’s what I’ve wanted since I dreamed of coming to this school. Since I dared fucking try out for the boys’ team. It’s finally here.

      Coach walks out of the locker room, taking the second and third string with him. Alec, who got a scholarship from State for baseball, blows me a kiss before leaving, jogging out to the middle of the frenzied court where everyone is chanting “RHS! RHS!”

      I know his whole family is in the stands tonight. His sister’s wearing my jersey, not his. I only picked on him a little for that. As far as Alec’s parents go, they couldn’t be more pleased that we’re together. They really are the most loving, down-to-earth family I’ve ever met.

      “This is it,” Ryan says.

      “Fuck yeah.” Lake looks around. His eyes are bright and shiny. Not from pills. Fuck that. He’s done with those, and he’s been better off ever since.

      “It’s our time,” Sloan smiles. His eyes are dancing with fire tonight.

      Hayes, as usual, takes this all in, his head bobbing to what we’re saying. I know he’s wracked with nerves. If not for himself, then for me. He wants to give me everything I’ve ever wanted, and this is one of those things.

      “On three?” Ryan asks. “One, two…”

      “WARRIORS!”

      The DJ is rocking the house tonight. Our music comes on, and I can feel the bass in my bones. I can feel the beat in my blood. “Your starting Power Forward, Lake O’Brien!”

      “That’s me,” Lake says. He winks at me. I can’t help but smile as he twists on his heel and runs out of the locker room door like he’s been doing it the whole season.

      That kid is still a fucking asshole. He told me that day at his rehab center that he always would be. I don’t doubt him. I know it’s true. But, you know what? He’s also one hundred percent better than he was before. He’s not trying to fuck things up for me, so really, he had very little to improve to make me not hate him.

      Plus, I got my starting spot. I’m the Shooting Guard starter. I have been all year for every single game.

      Like all the games before this one, the DJ calls out, “Quintessa Dale!”

      I rise onto my tiptoes to give Hayes a kiss. It’s short and sweet, infused with feeling and purpose. Next, I turn to Sloan who takes his time, deepening the kiss we share until it’s almost inappropriate. I feel like every time he kisses me now, it’s a big F U to his parents. They really don’t like me, and Sloan really couldn’t give a fuck. If they had any other kids, I bet they’d disown him for going against their wishes, but they’re too proud for that. Someone has to carry on the Ivy name.

      I can feel the heavy beat of the crowd outside, watching for my entrance onto the court. Ryan doesn’t wait for Sloan to finish with me. He pulls at my jersey, yanking me away until he places a kiss on me that would’ve knocked me on my ass if he wasn’t holding me upright. Since we’ve come clean to our parents about our relationship, he pretty much does this whenever he feels like now.

      My mom actually loves the idea of four guys helping to take care of me, especially when we all go off to college. Dad thinks I’m crazy, and Leslie just kind of shrugs whenever it’s brought up. Whatever Ryan said to her when they had their talk must’ve worked. She would do anything for Ryan, including letting him share his girlfriend with three of his best friends.

      Dazed, practically stumbling, I’m shoved toward the locker room door.

      I see red.

      The stands are filled with a myriad of maroon Warriors tops and bottoms. The whole crowd is rocking our school colors in some form or another, and they are hyped. The tension in the room makes my steps falter. Throughout our winning year, it hasn’t been like this yet. This is the electricity I remembered from last year’s Championships when I had to ride the bench. This was what I wanted for myself. That’s it. A chance. A way to show everyone what I was made of on a stage like this.

      I run forward, red blurring my peripheral vision. My teammates meet my hands with slaps and claps. When I finish with Alec, he taps my ass, and I end up shaking my head until I’m in front of Lake. “You ready for this, Dale?” he asks.

      Maybe another time I would’ve been offended, assuming he meant I wasn’t ready for this, but I’m not. Not this time because I know he’s actually just asking because he wants to make sure I’m ready for the big game ahead of us.

      “More ready than I’ve ever been.”

      “That’s right,” he says, nodding.

      We actually give each other a high five. We had to work up to it. It isn’t as if the day he got out of rehab we started hanging out and talking basketball. No, it’s been a long road that still has miles left to travel, which I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to traverse since we’re all going to State. That’s right. They wanted all of us. Alec’s playing baseball, but the rest of us, we’re in it to win it for the basketball team.

      Hayes is called next. His face stone cold like the Ice Man he is.

      When Sloan jogs out, he’s ever the showman. He’s bent over, our teammates bending with him to slap hands until he gets to us. He jumps up to Hayes, chest bumping him. There’s seriously never going to be a time that I don’t think that’s sexy as fuck.

      Ryan’s the last to come out. I know his nerves must be on fire, but you wouldn’t know it from the outside. From the outside, he looks like the cool guy everyone thinks he is. They don’t know the real him though. They don’t know how worried he was for his friend. How I saw him cry when he found out what Lake had tried to do to himself. They don’t know the sweet things he whispers to me that makes my heart try to jump right out of my chest.

      The people in this room don’t know any of that about the Ballers, and that’s okay. I want those moments to myself. To them, they—we—can just be the best team RHS has ever seen. To me, though, they’re everything.

      From minute one to the last, we’re all business. I swear I don’t even notice myself breathe as we go through play after play. We make some baskets, we miss some baskets. But we make more than we miss. We come through in the clutch. The other team is good, don’t get me wrong. They wouldn’t be playing us right now if they weren’t, but they’re not as good as us. Nothing could’ve beaten us this year unless it was ourselves, but we took care of that on our own. We mended our bonds, we strengthened our minds. We’re playing as one.

      The emotion starts in my chest as soon as the clock starts counting down from one minute. Fifty-nine seconds. Fifty-eight.

      We’re going to do it.

      The other team knows it too. We let them move the ball around on their end of the court. When they try for the jumper, we jump with them, but we don’t try to block. It’s enough. They know they’ve lost. And we know we’ve won.

      Hayes comes down with the ball. He takes it in his hand, a real smile showing on his face. He holds it for a second, taking a deep breath in his chest before passing it to Sloan. Sloan grabs the ball, fucking kisses it right then and there in front of everyone. The crowd goes absolutely bananas. Then, he takes two steps, dribbling, before he passes it to Lake. Lake catches it, staring at the ball in his hands. He shakes it once, his eyes closing until they snap back open, and he throws it to Ryan next, who’s standing just beyond the half court line.

      Ryan’s smiling in a way I will never forget. He looks completely happy. He’s loving this moment. He dribbles the ball down to the three-point line. We’re all following him. The other team has backed off, giving us our moment. Then, Ryan stops. He looks for me, smiling, his eyes glassy. Then, he throws me the ball.

      I’m so surprised I almost lose it. My hands shake. “Take it,” he says, gesturing toward the basket. “This is all you, Tessa.”

      I stare up at the rim. The people in the stands rise to their feet as the clock hits ten seconds. In ten seconds, I’ll have won a championship. I dribble twice. I take two steps, then I jump. With the ball outstretched in my hands, I roll it off my fingers. It goes up and up before bouncing off the backboard and into the net.

      I land on my feet. My knees are wobbly. I almost crumple to the ground, but hands move around me. Strong and powerful. Hands I know that will hold me up through anything. “You did it.”

      Hayes’s sweet breath on my neck feels almost as good as winning this game.

      Lie. Winning the game feels like a fucking dream. It is a fucking dream. It’s my fucking dream.

      I throw my hands in the air, tilt my head to the ceiling, and let it out. The whole team rushes us. Like a movie, I’m picked up on someone’s shoulder. My dad’s running toward me now. Mom, too. And Ron and Leslie. Coach is sitting back, his hands crossed over his chest, but I know he feels this moment too. I know it when he wipes his eyes.
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      That moment is captured in the papers the next day. I’m on Hayes’s shoulders. My hands are outstretched, and my mouth is open in a scream of triumph. I feel like a broken record, but I’ll be saying this until the day I die: This is what fucking happens when you put your mind to something. It may not happen the way you think it will. I couldn’t have predicted the twists and turns in my story, but I’d take it again and again just to reach this moment.

      “Just a sec,” Sloan says. He whips his shirt off by the side of Dad’s pool. “Got a little something on our baby.” He wipes his t-shirt over our trophy that’s standing proudly on the patio table.

      I throw my head back and laugh. I bounce it off the rubber floaty I’m in, my hands and feet dangling lazily in the water.

      “We can’t have that,” Hayes says.

      Lake snickers. “You act like we haven’t won that shit before.”

      Alec turns toward me. “We hadn’t. Not really.”

      The gleam in his eye says everything.

      Lake pretends to throw up in the pool, but I don’t care. I’m buzzing with emotion.

      Ryan comes out of the house and hurls himself toward the water, doing a cannonball straight into the pool. Water goes everywhere.

      “See,” Sloan says, gesturing toward Ryan. “Now I know why this keeps happening.”

      Sloan tries to wipe our trophy down again, but Alec says, “Shut up and get your ass in the pool, Ivy.”

      He shrugs eventually and then dives in. I look around, solidifying this memory into my brain until the day I die.

      Today’s the day after…and the day before. It’s the day after accomplishing one dream. And it’s the day before I start on the next.

      Today, though…today is the day I sit around in the pool and enjoy this moment of now. It’s the day I bask in the knowledge that I have four guys who love me, and that they’ll be with me through one dream after another.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      If you want to talk about what you’ve just read, please join my reader group here!
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      USA Today Bestselling Author E. M. Moore loves everything paranormal--especially witches. She's visited Salem more than a few times and can't get enough of their ghost tours and witch museums. She's written in every major genre, but fantasy is her first love. She currently has books out in Paranormal Romance, Urban Fantasy, Witch Cozy Mysteries and Contemporary Romance.
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        Pre-order Rock On, E. M.’s next bully romance!
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        A Sky So Dark: Safe Haven Academy Series, Book 1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Safe Haven Academy Series Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      Macie Davenport’s life is over.

      

      The girl who has everything is reduced to an empty black hole of nothing they call Safe Haven Academy. It’s where bad souls go for reform, but end up getting worse until they’re shipped out to another “sheltered place” with an equally uninspired name. It doesn’t matter what they dress it up as, Macie knows places like this are for people like her—people everyone wants to forget.

      

      The screwed up part? Macie’s not bad. Torn with grief and living in a fantasy world? Yes. A psychopath? Not likely.

      

      Worse yet, she can’t forget. Not even a little. Not even trying with all her might, she’ll never forget the consequences of the night the sky turned dark.

      

      Then, they force themselves into her life. A shining light in the bleakness around her, three boys irrevocably change her fate. Can she allow the sun to shine through? Or will Macie give up before giving them a chance?

    

  

cover.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg
M. MOORE

USA Today Bestselling Author

The Rockstars of Hollywood Hill





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





