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“1 think it's time you consider putting yourself back out there. Try finding someone
you want to form arelationship with.”

| stare at the woman across from me with a blank expression, waiting for her to crack
and start laughing. Because | know she can't be serious right now. We had spent
almost an hour talking about all the reasons | should avoid a relationship. Now she's
telling me to get back on the horse. The very broken horse with a horrible sense of
direction.

She holds my gaze, but | refuse to be the first one who breaks. We only have ten
minutes left; | can sit here in awkward silence for that long. | don’'t need to use every
moment offered to me in therapy. | don’'t need to dredge up a topic | don’t want to
talk about.

Nine minutes | eft.

Joy shifts in her seat, arching a brow at me. I’'m not giving into whatever challenge
shethinkswe' re having though.

Eight minutes.

Joy breaks with a sigh. “Mia, there is nothing wrong with being afraid to put yourself
out there.”

There' s not really a good way to tell her how wrong she is without being rude. Being
the center of attention has never been my problem,not in the way she seems to think.
No, the issue isn't putting myself out there; it's what I’'m supposed to do when it



inevitably blows up in my face. Because itwillblow up in my face and probably take a
couple of other people down with me.

| have a knack for picking the absolute worst person to want to be with. They never
want to stick around once life gets messy. Actually, scratch that. They get bored
when my life gets too normal, and they want to help me blow it back up without
caring about the wreckage they leave behind. I’'m attracted to people who live for
drama.

“You've been in Columbia for months; you' ve established yourself within your new
community; you are surrounded by people who are in happy relationships,” she
continues. “You' ve said you want that for yourself one day.”

“Of course | want it. Everyone wants it. That doesn’t mean I’'m going to get it,
though.” We till have six minutes left, and | know it’'s about to be the longest six
minutes of my life. “As my therapist, aren’t you the one who's supposed to remind
me we don’t alwaysget what we want?’

“Of course we don't, but | can also promise you that you'll never get something if
you don't go after it.”

Therapy had been Josi€’ s idea, reminding me of how much it had helped when | was
younger. Plus, all my friends are regularly going, and I’ ve seen firsthand how good it
iIsto have a healthy outlet. They’re basically peer pressuring me to better myself—it's
kind of ridiculous.

“We' ve spent many sessions talking about your fear of being stuck in the same place
while everyone around you moves on.” Joy isn't ready to let this go, apparently.
“Thisisaway to help you conquer that fear. By putting yourself out there, attempting
to find a new relationship, you' re pushing yourself forward. Sometimes we only need
apush.”



“1 was thinking more along the lines of getting a goldfish.” The unimpressed look she
gives me only makes me groan. “Dating is exhausting. No one meets each other
organically anymore. It’s al through apps, and the apps are going to drive me nuts,
Joy. Especiadly as afat, queer person.”

“But it's better than the alternative. Look, Mia, no one likes doing this because it
opens us to the possibility of getting hurt. As humans, we do what we can to avoid
feeling pain, but pain is a part of life. You shouldn’'t allow yourself to miss out on
something wonderful because of fear.”

| cross my arms over my chest as | allow my body to sink deeper into the couch. Why
can't it swallow me whole?“Y ou sound like my best friend.”

Her eyes flicker with amusement. “Well, you already know | think Josie is a great
friend. If you don’t want to listen to me, maybe try listening to her.”

| don't need my therapist to tell me how great Josie is; there's a reason we've been
best friends for over a decade. My life would be in shambles without her, more than it
already is. She’'s my person. No one sees me the way she does.

“Start slow,” Joy advises. “Maybe try taking yourself on a date first or go on a
double-date with Josie and Bryce so you have someone to lean on.”

So | can have an audience for my failing love life and give the front-row seat to
Bryce Clark? No way in hell.

The adarm on Joy’s phone buzzes, signaling the end of our time. | shouldn't be
surprised the longest ten minutes of my life come to an abrupt close right as I'm
about to have some kind of lonely-single-woman breakthrough. At least this means |
have two whole weeks to pack all these feelings back into their box.



| stand and gather my stuff. The end of atherapy session is always the most awkward
for me, especially when there’' s nothing else to say. | know Joy will tell me we'll pick
back up here next time, and | know I'll do everything | can between now and then to
avoid that happening.

“We'll pick back up here next time.” Called it. “I look forward to hearing your
progress.”

| freeze a couple of steps away from the door and turn to look at her with afrown. “Is
this homework?’

| hate when she gives me homework. Last time she did, | had to call my mother.

Smiling dlightly, she shakes her head. “Not officialy. If you have an update in two
weeks, great. If not, we'll continue to work through this together. See you next time,
Mia”

With the final dismissal, | exit the room and head toward the front door, waving to
the receptionist as | go. The entire session plays through my mind while | walk across
the small parking lot to my car. Once | get there, | dlide behind the wheel; the door
rattling shut behind me. | stare straight ahead at nothing.

Dating terrifies me. Bianca was one of the few people | ever had a real relationship
with, and | was naive enough to think she could be the one. Until it ended and her
mere presence was enough of athreat to my marketing career that | had to move to a
different state. | learned two things in that relationship: don’t date rich people who
have everything handed to them, and don’t date someone in the same field as you.

Thank god for Bryce Clark, Carter Abrams, and Adair Swimming. | now work for my
best friend's boyfriend and our mutual friend, doing marketing for their swim club
while also balancing some freelance clients. It's been great. | feel like | have control



ofmy future again, and now my therapist wants me to go out and find love? Why the
hell should | do that?
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| need wine.

And thankfully, my best friend always has wine. I'm due over there for dinner in a
couple of hours. She won't be upset if | head over early. Starting my car, | pull out of
the parking lot, leaving everything that just happened behind me.

| don’t need to date. I’ m perfectly fine on my own.

When | get to Josie and Bryce's place, | exercise my “best friend with a key” rights
and enter without even a knock. | can hear them talking quietly in the kitchen, so |
call out to them as | close the door behind me and toe off my shoes. Josi€’s voice
brightly calls back, summoning me toward the other room.

The second | enter the kitchen, I’'m hit with the domesticity of it all. Bryce is at the
stove, already working on something for the dinner our group of friendsis set to have
in alittle over an hour, and Josie is sitting at the table with her laptop out in front of
her, a notebook by her elbow. He's probably helping her work out a plot point for her
next great romance novel.

Normally, this would make me hide a smile behind a gag, but it just makes the knife
that was wedged into my heart during therapy twist painfully.

Josie grins at me. “Hey, how was your appointment?’

| make a beeline for the small wine fridge they have, offering a shrug as my only
answer. | grab an open bottle and two glasses before turning back to my best friend.



“Sure, come on in and take our alcohol.” Bryce's tone is teasing as he turns back to
the stove and mutters, “Doesn’'t even say hello or offer me any.”

Sliding into the chair next to Josie, I'm fighting back a grin for the first time since |
left Joy’s office. “Hello, Bryce! I'm pretty sure | bought this bottle and brought it
over the last time Josie and | had a movie night with Kat.”

Like the mature adult he is, Bryce sticks his tongue out at me. | instantly stick my
tongue back out at him until Josie takes the bottle of wine from my hands.

“Cam down, children.” She pops the cork and pours a small glass for each of us. |
nudge my glass closer; she raises an eyebrow briefly before pouring more. “What
happened at therapy that’s making you want an extra-large glass of wine?’

| take a long sip, followed by a second, before | let out a groan. “She wants me to
date.”

Josie and Bryce exchange a look, having some kind of silent conversation the rest of
the world will never be privy to. | don’t know why it bugs me so much to see it right
now, but there's an irritation crawling over my skin. Josie and | do the same thing all
thetime, but | don’t love being on the outside of it thistime.

“Just spit it out!”

Bryce's eyes go comically wide before he quickly focuses back on the stove. | should
have known he wouldn’t be the one to say anything, especially since he's still alittle
scared of me. A fact | will always take a little bit of pride in. Let it be a reminder of

what happens when you screw over my best friend.

“1t’ s nothing bad, but haven't | been saying that for weeks now?’



Heat creeps over my cheeks for some inexplicable reason, making it hard to make eye
contact with her. Which is not something I’ m used to doing. I’ ve stared her in the eye
and talked about everythingfrom what to have for lunch to what toys are best to use,
plus everything in between. We don’t keep things from each other, we' re open books.
“1 know, but it hits differently when a stranger saysit.”

“Can you redly call your therapist a stranger?”’

| shoot Bryce a glare over the top of my wineglass while | take another long drink.

“Shutting up now.”

Even Josie sends a glare a her boyfriend before focusing back on me. “Bryce’s point
Isthat you and Joy have been working toward this the whole time you’ ve been seeing
her. Moving to Columbia was supposed to be a chance for you to start over, to move
on from Bianca, and the reign of terror she left behind.”

The most annoying thing about heartbreak is that the worst moment of a relationship
never fully overshadows the good ones. I’'m not grieving the relationship | lost; I'm
grieving the one we could have had. If she'd respected my wishes or called me the
fuck back, what could have happened? Would | even need to be here, hiding away
from the life | escaped in Charlotte? Hindsight tells me it never would have lasted. |
am used to working hard for the things | want in life, and she was far too used to her
dad giving her everything she wanted, and more.

What 1I’ll never understand is why she had to target me. Why did she have to attack
me so personally that | had to leave ajob | loved? What had | done to her except love
her? And why was it not ever enough?

Josie takes my silence as her sign to continue, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “I’'m
worried you're holding yourself back. I’'m not saying | want you to go out and jump



on the first person who shows interest, but would it be so bad to go outand meet
people who aren’'t us?’

A snarky comment sits on the tip of my tongue, ready to come tumbling out. The two
of them have completely stayed in their own little bubble. | mean, they have Carter
and Katrina, but that’s Bryce's best friend and his girlfriend. They aren’t building a
community in the same way she wants me to.

Before | say anything, though, it hits me. Theyhavetheir community. They brought it
with them. I'm the only one on the outside—the one without a friend. Of course |
have all of them separately, but they’rein aworld | can’t access.

My stomach sinks as one of my worst fears unravels before me. I'm alone while
they’ re surrounded by people in the same situation.

| suddenly find myself wanting to run far, far away from this place.

Josie’s grip on my arm tightens, amost like she can hear the thoughts running
through my head. Then again, with the way our friendship works, maybe she can.
“Mia, I’'m not sure that came out right. You know how much we all love you and
want you around, but | don’t want you to believe you can't have a life outside of us
and Adair. | mean, Katrina has her clients, and | have my writing group. Bryce and
Carter are far too codependent to ever stray far from one another.”
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| snort a small laugh out, knowing how true the statement is. | swear they follow each
other around like lost puppies.

“Don’'t be jealous of the bromance, ladies.” Bryce's grin is broad as he lowers the
temperature on the stove before coming over to join us at the table.

As he steals his girlfriend’ s wineglass and takes a large drink, | allow myself to relax
in this home. In the presence of the person who has always been there for me, and her
boyfriend.

Josie rolls her eyes at him. “Please, Mia and | are so much better at friendship
thanyou and Carter.”

“That’s only because you' re slowly stealing him away from me,” Bryce argues.

| grin at him over the rim of my wineglass. “And it’s not our fault he has good taste.”
Bryce' s eyeroll makes me grin wider, but then he's leaning across the table with such
a serious look on his face. | sink back in my chair. “Josie? What’s your boyfriend
about to do?”’

Josie leans over, her voice nothing more than a whisper. “I think he's about to give
you a motivational speech.”

Stunned at this turn of events, | have no choice but to look back at Bryce and wait for
whatever’s about to come out of his mouth. Nothing on this Earth could prepare me
to hear a motivational speech on my love life, or lack of it, from Bryce Clark. Thisis
the man who spentyearslying to himself, saying hooking up with my best friend was



nothing more, but he also wasn't messing around with anyone else. Which is
something that’s only come to light recently, but still. What wisdom could he have to
bestow on me?

“1 know it’s not my place to say anything, but | think you need to listen to Josie and
Joy. I've always envied the easy confidence you seem to carry yourself with, but |
also know what it’s like to project that into the world. You do it to protect yourself,
because you know opening up to someone means tearing that down a bit. | know it’s
terrifying, but trust me, it'sworth it in the end.”

Well, shit.

“You're in a new city that's full of people who could be the one, but they’'re not
going to come to you,” he continues. “Y ou deserve to find someone who makes you
happy. | never met Bianca, but I'm sure there was something there that had you
falling, but it didn’t work out. I’m not going to say it’'s for the best or there’s a reason,
but | am going to say you deserve to be treated better than that. | know you can find
it

| fight to keep my jaw from dropping open. Am | that transparent? And, more
importantly, when did Bryce become so goddamn observant?

When | turn to look at Josie, she is beaming. “I told you there’'s a lot more to him
than just a dumb swimmer!”

“You called me a dumb swimmer?’ Hurt colors Bryce's tone, and he's pouting
dlightly when | look back at him. I graduated with honors, thank you very much.”

“1 meant more in an emotionally stunted kind of way.” | shrug. The hurt deepens. |
quickly amend, “But that was back then—before you came back in Josie’ s life!”



He considers my words before sighing with a defeated nod. “That's fair, | guess.
Therapy is awonderful, wonderful thing.”

“Except when it’ s pushing you to step out of your comfort zone,” | grumble back.
Hishead tilts. “I disagree. | think it’s exceptionally wonderful when it does that.”
Ugh. | officially hate emotional growth when it’s being showcased by Bryce. What
kind of sick twist of fate is this? When did this man, who is two years younger than
me, become the emotionally mature one? | just...

The ring of the doorbell cuts me off mid-thought.

“That’d be Carter and Kat,” Josie reminds Bryce, who's already standing.

“Look at that, Mia, my best friend actually uses the doorbell.” The door opens, and
closes a second later, followed by Carter’s voice caling out. | arch a brow, a smirk

tugging at my lips while Bryce groans. “At least he rang it first before coming in.”

“We're in the kitchen!” Josie calls, before looking at me, and lowering her voice.
“We'll talk about this later?”

“Mm-hmm,” isall | say before taking another large drink of my wine.

Carter and Kat walk into the room, already chatting a mile aminute. | allow myself to
be pulled into hugs and small talk, relaxing as | let go of the therapy session more and
more. Josie will want to bring it back up, but for now, | can pretend it didn’t happen. |
can be Mia and hang out with my friends, because there’s no way a dinner with the
most important people in my life can possibly throw me another curveball.

Tomorrow, I'll deal with the rest of my life. Tonight, I'll let it be.



Less than an hour later, the five of us are crowded around Josie and Bryce's dining
room table, a whole spread of food laid out on the table in front of us. Wine has been
poured, small talk is still happening al around me, but my focusis firmly planted on
my best friend’ s boyfriend.

“Is there a reason you're staring at us al like you're about to recite some epic
monologue?’ The unimpressed look he gives me takes me right back to the
conversation we had less than ninety minutes ago in his kitchen. “I’'m really starting
to hate this look on you, Clark.”

Bryce glares at me from where he stands at the head of the table, waiting for the other
four people in the group to take their seats. | simply grin back at him, taking a sip
from my recently refilled wineglass as | hold his gaze.

“Maybe there is,” he relents once everyone is seated. “Or maybe | have an
announcement to make.”
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Involuntarily, my eyes dart to the left hand of my best friend. | relax when | realize
it's bare. While I’ m pretty confident Bryce will include me in the proposal process, or
that I'd at least be one of the first to know, I'm not entirely sure what to expect from
these two. They always have away of surprising me.

“Well’—I motion around the table with my wineglass—“by all means, please
proceed. Y our captive audience is waiting.”

Across the table, Josie gives me the exasperated eye roll I’'m used to getting from her.
Whatever happened earlier in their kitchen has left us and we're back to normal.
Normal means I’'m enjoying one of my favorite past times: irritating the hell out of
her boyfriend. It's a specia talent of mine, and one | take rather seriously. So
serioudly, in fact, that | put it on the résumé | gave Bryce and Carter as a formality
when they hired me to do the marketing for their swim club, Adair Swimming. Carter
had laughed so hard it took him nearly fifteen minutes to calm down, Bryce had
glowered at me as he stuffed the resumé in afile folder with my name on it.

With the exclusion of Carter’s girlfriend, Kat, I’ve known everyone at this table for
over a decade. Though our lives weren’t always so intertwined, I'd gotten to know
how to push everyone's buttons, and there are certain people I've aways enjoyed
messing with more. That just so happened to always be Bryce.

Bryce clears his throat, which only makes me snicker. Josie lightly kicks me beneath
the table.

“Asyou al know, Adair needs to hire another coach, so | can have time to focus on
running the business,” he begins. “Carter and | have been talking to several of our



former teammates to make a decision. The contract has been signed, and our new
coach startsin two weeks.”

Excitement bubbles up in me at the prospect over them adding another elite swimmer
to the coaching roster. We already have two Olympians, adding someone else of the
same caliber will be an amazing marketing opportunity. It can also do wonders in
helping us be taken seriously enough to host a professional meet. A club ran by a
trifecta of Olympians and elite swimmers. Who wouldn’t take an interest in that?

“Well, don't leave us in suspense.” Josie laughs gleefully. My mind, however, is
already running through a bunch of different ways to make the announcement. “Tell
uswhoitis!”

First thing Monday morning, I’ [l get with Carter and Bryce to start strategizing—

“Ronan O’ Brien.”

My brain screeches to a halt as soon as the name registers. | blink up at Bryce. “I'm
sorry, what?’

Everyone turns toward me, surprised by my reaction. A cold sweat settles on the back
of my neck; the thumping of my heart against my chest is anything but pleasant. I’ve
done everything | possibly can to not think about that man and now they’re telling me

we' |l be working side by side? Thisis fucking fantastic.

“Why do you look so surprised?’ Josie wears a frown. “I think Ronan will be a great
addition.”

WEell, now | have to come up with an excuse, fast.

“I’m confused how this happened. | mean, why him? He's been out of the sport since



2017. | don’t understand why you' d trust him with something like your business.”

That's not entirely false, which | pat myself on the back for. To me, it's a gamble to
trust someone as flaky as Ronan O’ Brien with the well-being of their business. The
same man who fell off the face of the Earth and only announced his retirement when
allegations of him doping surfaced. He hasn’'t been seen or heard from since, that I'm
aware of. Why would Bryce want areputation like his associated with Adair?

“1 don’'t know what you’ re talking about, Mia. He only took about two years off; he's
been actively involved in the sport since early 2020.” My brows arch at Carter’s
words. “Just because he hasn’t been competing doesn’t mean he hasn’t been around.”

Bryce quickly picks up where his best friend leaves off. “We've talked to a lot of
people, Mia. Ronan was always our top pick. He's going to be an excellent addition
to our team.”

| still think they’ve lost their minds, but it’s quickly becoming clear | won't be able to
make them reconsider. According to Bryce, everything is in motion, and they have
officially hired Ronan on. I'll have to find a way to ignore him, no matter how
difficult that will be. I’ll have to hope that Ronan does something to mess up this
opportunity.

“This has been in the works for months before the decision was official. Bryce started
talking to him at Trials and then more over the Olympics. He had a couple of things
he needed to take care of, but he's signed on, and we' re excited about where this can
go,” Carter explains.

Apparently, I'd been in the same room as Ronan O’ Brien, multiple times, and had
never even known.

My gaze drifts between Carter and Bryce, and | let out a small sigh. “Obviously, you



don’'t have to convince me. It’s your business and your decision.”

Carter frowns. “But you're part of the team, Mia. We don’t want you to be unhappy.”

| wave him off. “Do not worry about me when making business decisions. I'm
perfectly capable of going with the flow.” I’m not capable of going with the flow, and
everyone at this table knows that. Still, I'm grateful when they all choose to ignoreit.
“I"m worried this might not turn out the way you want it to. | only want you guys to
be successful.”

Bryce gives me what |I'm sure he thinks is a comforting smile. “Trust us on this one,
Mia. We know what we're doing.”

With asmile, | nod, and raise my glass. “ Congratulations, guys.”

Everyone around the table cheers, but | can’t help worrying about how horrible thisis
all going to go. The last thing | want isfor Bryce and Carter to have to stand back and
watch as the future of the club blows up in their faces. If there’'s one thing Ronan
O’'Brienisgood at, it’s ruining other people’s plans.

The night at Bryce and Josie’' s might have ended up with me finding out I'd have to
face the one man | swore I’d never think about again, but at least | didn’t have to go
back to the conversation about my lacking love life. And I’m in the business of loving
small blessings right now.

The minute | left their house two nights ago, | forced myself back to never,ever,
thinking about Ronan O’ Brien again and I’ d been quite successful until this moment.

“1 don’'t know what you want me to say, Kat.” | frown, stabbing away at something
on my tablet. “If you' re so curious about him, ask Carter.”
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| had arrived at her small office less than an hour ago, on time for our bi-weekly
meeting on marketing for her design and renovation company, Effervescent
Renovations. Watching Katrinawalk away from the toxic company her stepfather ran
and standing up for herself less than a year ago had been truly awe-inspiring. | still
use it as a reminder to myself that it's okay to go after the things | want. While |
know she doesn’'t necessarily see it, she does have it all—the doting boyfriend, the
perfectly healthy relationship, and her dream job.

The last thing | expected, though, was for her to be the one to bring up my past.
Especially because she's the only one who wasn’tinvolved in that past. | know the
other three well enough to know they suspect something happened. However, they
are all, thankfully, too scared to push me into telling them. Either Kat hasn’t learned
that about me yet, or she's not scared of me.

“All Carter told me is that Ronan is a good guy and that they’ve discussed the
concerns you’'ve brought up.” She says it casualy as she flips through some tile
samples. “Although he did tell me he thinks something happened between the two of
you, but he’ s not sure what. That you and he used to be closer.”

There's not a lie there. We had been closer once upon a time. Closer than anyone of
our friends knew. | know Bryce doesn’t know what happened because he would have
told Josie by now. And Carter would have told Bryce. Overall, this group is realy
horrible at keeping secrets.

And then Ronan ruined it. Ruined it in a way that shouldn’t have been surprising to
me, but felt like a personal blow that I’ [I never recover from.



Instead of focusing on the part about him and me, | focus on the first part of her
statement. “What do you mean, they talked about the concerns | brought up?’ She
shrugs. “And they still hired him?”’

“l don't know what those concerns are, really,” she admits. “All Carter told me was
that anything you might be worried about has been handled. | feel alittle like I'm in
limbo here and wish someone would give me something to go off of.”

| didn’t want to spread rumors, especially because I'm still not sure they’re true, but
Kat has a point. Hiring Ronan could affect her life as well, and she has a right to
know. “Back when Josie and | first started the blog, Ronan O’'Brien was pretty
famous in the swimming world. He was a hell of an athlete, charismatic, and pretty
fucking gorgeous. He's the kind of guy who knows how pretty heisand isn’t afraidto
use it to get what he wants.”

Understanding fell over her face. “ The most dangerous kind of pretty.”

“Exactly. He was a player and never really seemed to take anything too serioudly. He
had this air about him that said everything came easy and he didn’t have to put in
much work.”

It's no secret that those are the kind of people | like least of all. That kind of behavior
is one of the biggest reasons Bianca and | broke up. There was always something
different about Ronan, though. Something | wanted to understand, because it felt like
an act. He never let me get close enough to see the real him.

Her eyebrows crawled up her forehead. “ And you were friends with him?’
“He was different with us.” I'm not realy sure how to explain what | mean to

Katrina. “He never acted that way with us, or even around us. It was something we
saw from the outside looking in.”



Kat takes the seat across from me, tile samples forgotten as she gets more into the
story.

“We all got along pretty well. He and | even spent some time hanging out alone after
the 2016 Trials,” | continue, forcing myself not to think back to those memories.
They are more dangerous than anything else I’'m about to tell her. “The following
summer, though, something changed. | overheard Ronan say something to some
younger swimmers, and it proved to me he's exactly the kind of person people always
thought he was.”

“Well, what did he say?’

A twisting feeling settles in my gut. | can still hear the way his deep, warm voice
curved over each of the ugly words he said that day—the ones | wish would stop
haunting me. “It's not important.” | wave her off. “What is important is what
happened next.”

She sits completely enraptured as | finish off my tale—how that meet in 2017 was the
last time we ever saw or spoke to Ronan. Howless than a year later, he had refused to
take a drug test, and all these doping scandals started surfacing, ruining the reputation
he had left. He never denied them or fought against them; all he did was quietly
announce his retirement on social media before they could formally pursue any
alegations. The retirement post didn't make a single mention of the drama
surrounding him.

By thetime | finish, Katrinais staring at me with wide eyes. “Holy shit.”
“Neither Josie nor | ever thought he was doping, not really,” | say. “But when those

rumors persist for years and there's no one around telling you the truth, it becomes
kind of hard not to believe them, you know?”’



“Do you really think Carter and Bryce would let him come out here if that were true,
though?” That's the question I've been wrestling with since Bryce made the
announcement, and the redlity is, | don’t know. “Or do you think maybe he’s lying to
them, and they don’t know the truth?’

“Absolutely not.” Ronan may be alot of things, but aliar has never been one of them.
“1 think they know the truth of what happened, but don’t feel like it's their story to
tell. | guess | have to respect that.”

“Then why are you so upset with him?”’

| try not to let my frustration show. “Because, whatever happened, Josie and |
deserved to know. We were all friends, and we deserved more than to have him fall
off the face of the earth.”

“But | thought the two of you weren't really talking at that point.”

We weren't, but | still deserved to know. | would have listened if he reached out to
me then. “ That’ s true, but it’ s still something we should have known.”

“That makes sense,” she replies. “Can | ask you one more question? It's pretty
personal.”

Worry creeps up my spine, wondering how much more persona we can get. Still, |
nod.

“Does Josie know you slept with him?”’
“W...What?" How did she possibly guess that? It happened almost ten years ago;

how could she possibly know that? “I...I don't have any idea what you're talking
about.”
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“Don’'t act so surprised. | guessed about it last night, solely based on your reaction.
Then this whole conversation kind of confirmed it for me.” Even more panic claws its
way up my throat. “Don’t worry, though. | genuinely don’'t think Josie or the guys
know.”

“And they can’'t know, Kat.” There is no denying the truth now. Instead, | need to
focus on making sure my secret is kept a secret. “It was almost ten years ago. | never
told them, and | know he didn’t either. It was one of the biggest mistakes of my life.”

Worry passes over her gaze. “Mia, what does that mean?”’

“Nothing like that,” | quickly assure her. “It was consensual, fully consensual. It
wasn’'t something | expected to happen, but it led to me thinking he' d be different and
all that got me was heartbreak.”

| still dream about that night in Omaha—the way he walked me back to the hotel with
an arm around my shoulder. How he kept pulling me in closer, the warmth of his
breath against the top of my head. At nearly five-ten, | was used to being astall as or
taller than all my dates. The way he pressed a kiss to my head and how we agreed to
watch amovie...something | never thought Ronan would be into.

It had been me that initiated everything that followed that night. Less than an hour
into amovie |I'd aready seen, I’d gently taken the tablet from his hand and demanded
to know why he wasn't trying to sleep with me. | wanted to know why he wasn't
living up to thereputation | knew was true. His green eyes flashed with hurt before he
admitted he thought | deserved better than him.



I’d swung a leg over his lap and was straddling him in seconds, wanting to know
what his response was if | said all | wanted was him. The kiss he pulled me into still
haunts me. No one has been able to kiss me like Ronan.

Katrina is staring at me expectantly, waiting to hear the rest of the story. “Look, |
pushed him to give into his reputation because | wanted him. He wanted me, too, at
least in that moment. Everything that came after, though, just proved to me | would
never be good enough long-term.”

“And that’s why you don’t want to see him? Because you don’'t want to relive that
past?’

“1 don’t want to see him because Ronan O’ Brien runs away. When things get hard, he
bolts. The second something he doesn’t like happens, he leaves. His way of handling
things is not handling them. He might be a good person most of the time, Katrina, but
reputations are created for areason. Don't let him make you think otherwise.”

| don’'t know if Katrinais willing to take my response at face value, but she nods and
opens up a notebook, instantly bringing the conversation back to a safe area: work.
Work, for us, means | don’'t have to think of Ronan or the way he humiliated me. Or
the redlity I’ ve chosen to wear as a burden to protect the people around me. | saw the
real him that day in Indianapolis, but it wasn't my place to share that with everyone
else.

As | lower myself into the only open kitchen chair, | groan in frustration. All the
others are littered with random things that need to be put away, but I'll get to them,
eventualy. Right now, my focus shifts to making the pain in my leg subside; once |
accomplish that, | can get back to unpacking my new place.

After living with this ache for over eight years, | should've known better than to
overdo it. Every single time | move to a new place, this always happens. | somehow



get in my head that | can accomplish anything and that chronic pain isn’'t something |
have to worry about. Only to be proven wrong before the end of the day.

| should have grabbed an icepack from the freezer before | sat down, but it’s too far
away now. Instead, | gently massage the upper part of my calf, hoping some of the
tension will melt away. | never would have guessed that, at thirty-four, parts of my
body would aready be betraying me. I’ve always taken care of myself, worked hard
to stay in shape and eat healthy, but there are some things we can’t control.

Like the consequences that come from a decision that wasn’t your own.

My phone rings on the table by my elbow, Bryce Clark’s name flashing across the
screen. | grab it, fumbling for just a second before | accept the call. “Hey, man.”

“Hey, how’s it going?’ Instead of a normal greeting, Bryce tends to get to the point.
Which makes things easier if you're working for him. Which | am, or will be, in two
weeks. “Are you sure you don’t want some help getting moved in?’

| look around at the chaotic space and let out a small groan. More than anything, |
want to be able to handle this on my own, but | know | can’t. “Actually, | think |
could use some help.”

“That’ s great news,” he happily replies, “because Carter and | are already here!”

Nothing about the statement surprises me, but | still laugh. Bryce has always been the
kind of guy who anticipates what you need and gives it to you long before you ever
ask. When it came to his own well-being and mental health, he was more resistant,
but he'll never let afriend suffer in silence.

“And we brought pizzal” | let out another laugh at Carter’s excited voice in the
background.



“Just let yourselvesin. It'sunlocked,” | tell them. “I just sat down and am not getting
up for at least five minutes. I’'m in the kitchen.”

| toss my phone back onto the table once Bryce hangs up. A second later, | can hear
them pushing their way into the house, declarations about how awesome the place is
meeting my ears. | find myself looking around, trying to see it from their perspective.
It's all deek lines and modern edges that ailmost make it fedl sterile. It was in my
budget, though, and was the only house in the endless lineup of wealthy-bachel or-pad
houses my realtor showed me that | actually kind of liked.

The house had potential, which iswhat drew mein. It's in a great neighborhood, had
a huge yard, and was close enough to the poolto make commuting easy. |If someone
wanted to make it a home, it could easily be done with some remodeling, but that’'s
not what I’m here to do. Settling down is so far outside my nature, I’'m not sure I’ll
ever do it. | stay in a place long enough to accomplish what | needed to do, then |
move on.

“This place isinsane,” Bryce compliments with alow whistle as soon as he steps into
view. “Out of all the places you’ve lived, this might be my favorite.”

“Yeah, it's pretty nice,” | agree with a nod. “There’s a huge backyard for Lezak to
run around in.”

“1 bet he lost his shit when he saw it.” | turn in time to see Bryce's gaze drift from
where I’ m working the sore muscle in my leg to my face, eyebrow raised. “Y ou good,

dude?’

| shrug, trying to hide any grimace of pain that might leak through. “Just overdid it a
bit. It'll be finein aminute.”

Carter comes wandering in behind him, dropping the pizza boxes to the only free



space on thetable. “Then | suggest we eat first.”

“You won't hear me argue.”
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Carter helps push some things off to the side, giving us more room. He doesn’t even
attempt to find plates, instead grabbing a stack of napkins off the counter. On his way
to grab beers, the excited sound of a barking at the backdoor cuts through our small
talk.

Bryce stops by the door, looking over at me with araised brow.
| nod. “Just donotfeed him any pizza.”
“Why?" Carter asks with an amused grin. “’ Cause that’ s your job?’

| roll my eyes, bending at the excited golden retriever puppy that comes barreling
toward me. He's amess of fur, aggressive tail wagging, and four limbs that still don’t
seem to work in any kind of synchronization. And he' s the best thing to happen to me
in literal years.

“l never saw you as a dog person, Ronan, but this dude is cute.” Bryce sets an open
beer in front of each of us. “Does Lezak know he has a dog named after him?”’

My eyesrall. “I guarantee you I’ m not the only person to have named a pet after him,
but he did turn about seven different shades of red when | told him.”

Both Carter and Bryce burst into laughter, probably picturing the exact reaction the
older Olympian had when | told him. Jason Lezak, afreestyler like me, pulled off one
of the greatest comebacks the sport has ever seen. He anchored the men’'s 4x100-
meter freestyle at the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. He'd been a full-body length
behind France at the start of his leg and didn’'t pull ahead until the fina twenty-five



meters. Team USA walked away with a gold medal and a new world record, and
Lezak kind of went down in history.

“We told the girls about you joining the team yesterday.” Bryce's swift change of
subject nearly makes me choke on the bite of pizza|l’d taken, but | can quickly wash
it down with aswig of beer. “Mia seemed pretty upset about the news.”

The name sends a cold shiver down my spine. Out of everyone I’d known back when
| was professionally swimming, she was the one | didn’'t think I'd ever see again. At
least, not in this capacity. Maybe in passing. Maybe at Bryce' swedding if he ever got
his head out of his ass and told Josie Martin, her best friend, how he felt (thankfully,
he did). Being in the same world, the same life, as her again, was a weird feeling.
Mostly because I'm not sure what happened.

How did we go from an amazing night of sex, followed by ayear of talking whenever
we could, to her randomly deciding to hate me ayear later?

It became obvious no one knew anything about what happened between us in Omaha.
If she had told Josie, I’'m sure Bryce or Carter would have heard. Following Olympic
Trias, | spent the next fewmonths constantly around the two men, and neither one of
them said anything to me. No one in this group is necessarily great at minding their
own business.

| know Bryce and Carter are going to be looking for answers, but those are answers |
can't give. She stopped taking to me a couple of days into the National
Championship meet in Indianapolis a year later, but those first few encounters had
been completely normal and then awall of ice went up. One | could never chisel my
way through.

And no one seemed to know what happened.



“Are we surprised by that?’ | ask Bryce, who shrugs. “I’ ve told you this before, and
nothing has changed since. | don’t know what happened. She just got mad at me out
of nowhere.”

“Which would seem strange for most people, but somehow, with Mia, it makes
sense.” Both of us frown at Carter, who shrugs. “What? Y ou know | love Mia, but if
anyone is capable of hating someone and keeping those reasons compl etely to herself,
i'sMia”

“Oh, she hates me now?’ That’'s news to me. In the past, it's mostly been strong
disdain and ignoring my existence. “Well, | guess that’s good to know.”

“‘Hate’ might be too strong of aword,” Bryce counters.

“And | was thinking it’s not strong enough.” Bryce shoots Carter aglare. “Again, we
all know Mia, and the capabilities that woman has. She scares me, guys.”

Shaking his head, Bryce reaches for another piece of pizza. “Don’'t pretend like you
and her aren’t best friends.”

“Exactly, I'm on her good side, which means | know what it means to be on her bad
side. That’s not something I’ d really wish on anyone.”

| know exactly what Carter means. There was a time when | was on her good side.
Something I’'m not sure Bryce has ever known. It’'s not that Mia is mean. It's more
that she's a fierce force of nature andshe's not to be messed with. She's fiercely
protective of the people she loves, and fiercely protective of her own heart. Those
who are lucky enough to be let in get to see a whole other side of her. She always
reminded me of a sunflower in the way it turns toward light when it's ready to be
nourished.



And when the light is on her, that woman shines brighter than anything I've ever
seen.

“We wanted to give you a heads-up that things will probably be tense for a while,”
Bryce finishes.

“Whatever, dude.” I’m attempting, and failing, to brush it off, but they don’t need to
know that. “I’m here to do a job—help you build up Adair Swim Club and establish a
scholarship fund. That's what my focus is going to be on; | don’t want to get caught
up in whatever dramaiis left over from the past.”

My plan for my time at Adair is to do what I’ ve always done: accomplish the job |
came here to do and move on. It’s never good to get feelings messed up with that.

On the Friday before I’'m set to officially start as a coach at Adair Swim Club, Bryce
and Carter decide to have me come in to meet the team of high school swimmers I'll
be working with. Their primary focus is earning scholarships to four-year universities
with the hope their swimming career can take them further. These athletes either
come from area schools that don’t have teams, or their swimming program isn’t taken
as seriously as other sports.

Bryce assures me their drive, determination, and heart is there. I’'m looking for love
of the sport, too, though. Whether any athlete wantsto admit it or not, loving what
you do iswhat gets you as far as you want to go.

| arrive at the club early Friday afternoon, wanting to take some time to get the lay of
the land before meeting the kids that will be looking up to me.

As | approach the glass doors, | spot Josie standing at the front desk, chatting with
someone. My steps slow as memories hit me. The last time I’d seen her, she’d barely
been twenty-two. She'd still been shy and unsure around Bryce, trying to figure out



her place in this world and in his heart. Now a confident woman stands in her place,
looking at ease with who she is and where life has taken her.
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She turns to greet me when | open the door, her eyes bright as her smile grows.
“Ronan!”

A laugh escapes me as she tackles me in a hug of pure energy. Just the way she
awayswas. “Hey, Josie.”

She steps back to look up at me. “I can’t believe you're herel When Bryce told me
you’ d accepted the job, | was surprised.”

“Hopefully it was a good surprise?’” The question comes out awkwardly. | stuff my
hands in the pockets of my sweats. This is Mia's best friend—whatever resentment
she harbors toward me could have been passed onto Josie.

“Only the best surprise!”

The tension in my shoulders relaxes. “Good. It s good to see you.”

“Y ou too. Now, Bryce and Mia are meeting about marketing for an upcoming meet or
something—I don’t know. | tried to keep his calendar straight for him since I’'m, you
know, the administrator. That lasted less than a month and resulted in him sleeping on
the couch for two nights. So now he leaves me a sticky note with the day’s plan on
it.”

“So, what you' re secretly trying to tell meisthat Bryceisstill a huge control freak?’

Amusement glitters in her eyes, a dy smirk tugging up the corners of her lips.
“Iknewl was right to be excited about you joining the team!”



That obviously means there were people questioning it. Which | knew, because Bryce
told me that Mia wasn’t sure about what hiring me means. | want to ask Josie, find
out what she thinks really happened to make me retire. Did Bryce tell her the truth? |
wouldn’t blame him if he did. | don’t want to be the reason one of them is keeping
something from the other.

“I’m guessing Bryce gave you a tour?” | nod in confirmation at Josie€’'s question.
“And I’'m guessing it was all the important stuff you need to know in order to coach
kids safely?’

My brow arches. “Seeing as that was what he hired me to do, yes. That's exactly
what the tour was.”

“Well, then, let me give youanothertour. This time, it'll be more fun.” Without
asking, she links her arm through mine and starts leading me out to the outdoor pool.
“We'll talk all about Bryce and Carter’ s visions and dreams, because you know those
superstitious assholes won't tell anyone about them.”

With alaugh, | allow her to lead me away.

Josieis still chatting my ear off as we head back to the lobby. All conversation about
the facility is done, though, and she’s moved on to sharing her wisdom about all the
places they’ve visited since moving to Columbia. I’ve never even been to South
Carolina, so most of this was new to me and | was taking her recommendations to
heart. Sitting still or being aone al the time is not the best way for meto live my life.

When we round the corner and enter the main lobby again, it suddenly feels like the
ground has opened up and | was free-falling.

Miais standing at the desk, less than twenty feet from me, talking to another woman.
| instantly suspect the other woman to be Carter’s girlfriend, Katrina. With long



blonde hair pulled into a messy bun, she is stunning, though not necessarily the type
of person I'd expect Carter to be with. Based on what 1’ ve been told, | know they’re
happy together.

My entire focus, however, is on Mia Sheridan. She feels like a phantom that’s been
haunting me for years, yet now she’s standing in front of me very much aive.

She's different from what | remember. Her long dark brown hair is loose around her
shoulders. She's dressed casually, but professionally. Beneath the sleeves of her top, |
can see severa tattoos littered across her arms—not quite a sleeve, more like a
random assortment of things she loves. All of them, | note, are black, and have either
no other color or the bare minimum, which only makes them stick out more strikingly
against her skin.

“Mia’s gotten a couple dozen more tattoos since you've seen her last,” Josie jokes.
Her tone is low, probably to keep Mia from noticing us before I'm ready. “And
please don’t ask me how many she has; | lost track after twenty.”

The surprised laugh bursts out of me before | can stop it. | don’t know why that
number is surprising, especialy when | can see at least ten facing me. Unfortunately,
the sound causes Mia and Katrina to both turn in surprise.

Time moves in slow motion as | clock every flicker of Mia's eyes. First, there's the
faintest flash of happiness, but it’s quickly masked behind a blank stare. Light green
eyes track over my whole body, but not in the way that makes me feel weak in the
knees. She's assessing me, looking for something. Too bad | don’t know what that is.

When her eyes finally glance up at me, | offer the smallest smile and the world's
most awkward wave. “Hey, Sheridan.”

Her gaze snaps into a glare, her arms tightening around her bag. “O’Brien.” She nods.



“Nice of you to crawl out from beneath the rock you’ ve been living under to join the
land of theliving.”

My brows furrow, and | notice both Bryce and Carter behind the desk for the first
time. Both look like they’re holding their breaths. “I don’t—"

“Don’'t.” Her hand goes up, stopping me. “I don't have any interest in hearing your
voice. We can be adults about this—you stay the hell away from me and I'll stay the
hell away from you.”

A stunned, awkward silence follows as Mia basicaly storms through the main
entrance, never once looking back at us. | ook around the room, but no one seems to
know what to say. The air she left hanging in her place is tense with al the angry
energy she put into it.

Almost eight years later, any questions | had remaining have evaporated: Whatever
happened back in 2017 isn’t something that’ s been healed with time. She's still pissed

at me.

Bryce is the first one to break. “Honestly, that went better than | thought it would.
What? Don’'t look at me like that, Ronan!”

| roll my eyes. “ She hates me, Bryce.”
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When | look at Josie, she's looking anywhere but at me. Doubt settles in around me.
|s this something we can work through?

“We'll deal with that later,” Bryce decides. “Right now, you have ateam to meet and
practice to observe. Let’s get set up.”

With a sigh, | go to follow him but am stopped by Josie’s hand squeezing my arm.
“1"m happy you’ re here, Ronan.”

| offer her a quick hug. | stop briefly to introduce myself to Katrina, who seems a
little on edge around me, too. There's nothing rude about our interaction, but I’'m not
sure she's as happy to haveme here as Josie. Before | have the chance to do anything
to break theice, Bryceis caling my name. | excuse myself and head out to the deck.

When | accepted the job, | told Bryce and Carter they’d have me for at least two
years. Now, though, I’'m wondering if I' [l even make it two days.

| hate him. | hate his stupid, dark hair, and his grin. | hate the stubble he' s let grow; it
makes him look older and more mature. | hate the way he can still stand before me
with all the confidence in the world and pretend he doesn't know how big of an
asshole heis.

I’ ve never hated someone more than | hate this man.

“You really rolled out the welcome mat back there.”

| don’t even startle at Josie’ s voice from behind me. It honestly took her longer than |



thought it would to get back up to the offices and confront me about what happened.
“He got what he deserved.”

She moves further into the room, but | stay focused on the computer screen in front of
me. “I’'m not really in a position to judge that. Y ou’ve never told me what happened
between you.”

“You don’'t need to know everything, Josie.”

“I"d like to know when someone does something to hurt my best friend,” she
counters.

“And I'd like to keep things that could hurt my best friend away from her.” Over the
years, we've gotten good at this weird banter, where we actively avoid topics while
still giving each other enough information in the hope the other will back off. “Just let
me handle this.”

“You haven't handled it, Mia.”

They say the truth hurts, but it hurts more when it comes from your best friend.

| turn to look at her. She's sitting in her own desk chair, but she’'s watching me.
“Josie, | need you to trust me on this one. | have handled it. This isn't something |
can move on from and pretend everything is good. Whatever friendship Ronan and |
had is gone, and it's not coming back. You know me. You know | wouldn't cut

someone off like thisunless it was absolutely necessary.”

Her shoulders Slump in defeat. “Yeah, you'reright. | just...l always thought the two
of you were into each other.”

The laugh comes out sharply. “Trust me, nothing about me is something Ronan



O'Brien wants unlessit’sjust for sex.”

“Do you really think he's still like that?”

| consider the question for a second. There had been a time in my life when | didn’t
think he was like that at all. That his whole reputation was nothing more than a mask
for him to wear. Then his reputation—nhis truth—hit me in the face. “People can say
they change—they can even show actions to support it, but who we are at our coreis
alot harder to change.”

Her frown deepens. “So that’s ayes?’

“1 don’t know the man, Josie,” | reply with ashrug. “I’m not sure | ever really did.”

Sighing, she reaches for her mouse and wakes her computer up. | take that as a sign
to turn back to my work. “1 really wanted him to be different.”

God, | thought to myself,me too.

Ronan O’ Brien iseverywhere.

| go to the gym to get in a quick workout before any of the swimmers get there, and
he's already there. Lifting weights or doing yoga. Which is crazy because when the
hell did Ronan start doing yoga? | remember him makingfunof yoga, and insisting the
intense stretching routine his coach had him doing wasn'’t that.

| leave the pool in the evening, and he's finishing up whatever he had going on for
the day. There' s no escaping him, especially now that he's settling into the seat across

from me at my favorite local cafe.

| glare at him over the top of my laptop, but he shrugs. “There aren’t any other seats.



What do you expect me to do?’

| don’'t need to look around to know he's telling the truth; the café was already
packed when | arrived, and it's gotten worse since students were released from
classes. “Takeit to go.”

Those are the first words I’ ve said to him in nearly aweek. Every time we' ve bumped
into one another, he' stried to start a conversation with me, but | haven't let him. I've
walked away or ignored him. That’s going to be harder to do now. Especially because
he knows | won't back down. I’m not going to be the one to get up and leave. | was
here first, and he' s encroaching on my territory.
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“Just say whatever you need to say to me, Ronan, and then you can leave.”

His green eyes flick down to the drink by the edge of my laptop. “What the hell is
that?’

“Frozen hot chocolate.” Small talk | can do, if | have to.

His brow furrows. “I know you hate hot beverages, but doesn’t that defeat the entire
purpose of a hot chocolate?” He grins when he sees the surprise | know is written all
over my face. “Yeah, Mia, | remember stuff like that about you. | did listen.”

“But didn’t stick around long enough for any real sort of connection.”

His grin disappears, a blank look taking its place. “1 think it’'s pretty clear you never
told Josie about what happened that night in Omaha.”

Ihatehim for bringing it up so casually. “What was there to tell?’

He doesn’t back down. “The two of you tell each other everything. Why doesn’t she
know? Is it because you didn't want to steal her limelight? You know, two best
friends are allowed to have their own separate hookups on the same night. One
person doesn’t get all the bragging rights.”

No one gets under my skin as easily as he does. He knows al the buttons to push to
irritate me. Once upon a time, it used to be funny and even a little cute. Now it felt
patronizing. “What would | even tell her? That your reputation as a player and
womanizer turned out to be true?’



Something flashes across his eyes, but | can’'t quite put my finger on it. “That’s the
fun thing about a reputation, | guess. It means you don't have to worry about

disappointing people.”

How many people has he said that to throughout the years? How many people were
just another tally mark to him? And why is it so easy for him to brush people and
their feelings aside?

“Do you remember the day we met? Back in Charlotte?’
A boyish grin tugs over his lips. The same one that caught my heart al those years
ago, the one that led me to that hotel room with him, and the one that told meif | let

go, this man would catch me. My heart would be safe with him. | was so naive.

“Of course | do. As| recall, you brought a rather literal meaning to falling head over
heels for me.”

My eyes narrow. “Y our bag tripped me.”

“And | caught you,” he brags. “What made you think about that day? | mean, besides
the obvious fact that I’ m sitting across from you.”

“Sometimes | find myself thinking about what | would say to the younger version of
myself if | were to go back intime.”

Hislook is skeptical. “Okay, I'll bite. What would you tell her?’
“To run like hell from you.” He blinks, utterly surprised. It's a personal victory of

mine whenever | can make this man flustered. Whenever | can make his confidence
dip. “I should have walked away and never looked back.”



He blinks rapidly, my words soaking in. “Mia—"

“Please leave, Ronan. | have a deadline to meet for a client and | have nothing else to
say to you.”

He doesn’'t say anything else, just stands from his seat, and heads toward the exit. |
take a deep, shaky breath before | slowly turn to watch him go. When | do, hishead is
already turned back toward me. He looks at me like he's staring at a stranger. I'm not
a vindictive person by nature, but something about that felt right. I'd spent the last
several yearsfeeling like | was looking at someone | don’t know. Now it’s histurn.

When he catches me looking, he quickly turns, and leaves the café, the door swinging
shut behind him. | don’t know what this means or where this will lead us, but I'm
pretty sureit’s not going to help the work situation.

After afull week of Ronan being back in my life, | decide | need a distraction. | need
to focus on something other than his stupidly handsome face that | want to punch.

The only thing | can think of is Joy’s advice to get back out there. Maybe if | find
someone else, | can stop thinking about the person | could have had something real
with. If only he hadn’t disappointed me the way everyone else does.

| download every single app | can find. Then immediately delete half of them.

| spend the night setting up my profiles, skimming through the options, deleting
profiles, and repeating it al until 1 am left with only two apps and a handful of
matches pouring in. Columbia is a huge college town, but there is still a surprising
number of young professionals in the area, too. The more | flip through prospective
match after prospective match, the more | begin to relax. | have options.

And none of these options are Ronan O’ Brien.



There are few people who stand out more than others, which shouldn’t be a surprise,
but I’'m almost alarmed at how easy it feels to fall back into dating like this. Which is
probably because there aren’'t any stakes, not really. | match with someone, we either
talk or don't. It starts to get tricky when an actual date is brought into the
conversation. I'm not sure when I'll be ready for that part, though.

| don’'t do vulnerable well. Only the people closest to me get to see that side. Joy
wanted progress, and | think downloading the app is more than enough progress. We
can start there and see where the rest of the week takes us.
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“1 don’'t know what | did, dude, but she really hates me.”

Bryce is staring at me with wide eyes from the other side of the pool, both of us
hanging on the lane lines in away we'd yell at the kids for. Both of us are catching
our breath, though it's coming a bit easier for Bryce than me. He's been determined
to get me back in the pool, though, even for workouts.

“Yeah, | would say so,” he agrees. “Mia can be scary and mean, but she’s not hurtful.
Those were shots aimed to kill. There's nothing you can tell me?’ | hesitate for a
second too long. “Hal | knew it. Out with it.”

“No way. I’'m not telling you something she doesn’t want known. Y es, there was an
incident between us, but | really didn’t think it'd result in this. In fact, it didn't. We
were fine for that first day in Indianapolis and the whole year before that we were
talking. Then, during the meet, everything just flipped on me.”

“Yeah, | remember you guys were texting all during the Olympics. I’m not sure Josie
knows that.”

“Probably for the best, considering you didn’t text her once,” | counter.

He glares at me. “Hey, | fixed things with my half ofAdair Swimming Blog. Thisis
about helping you fix things with your half.”

“l don’t think there' s anything to fix there, dude.” | reach up, tugging on the edge of
my cap. “Did they ask you to name the club after them?”’



“Absolutely not. In fact, they both cried. Miawill deny it, but there were tears. Carter
and | owe them alot. You do, too. They were always rooting for us. The blog didn’t
work out for them, so what? It's still the reason we al met, and that's what we
wanted to carry into the future. Now you’ re part of that.”

Only for as long as they need me. Then I’'ll be moving on to whatever comes next.
“Right, that’s cool.”

“You know you have a place here for as long as you want, right?” Bryce asks. “This
isn’'t atimed commitment. Y ou’ re not counting down to your last days.”

Except | don't stay.

“Yeah, of course.” My gaze drifts to the clock, desperate for a distraction. “Let’s
finish this workout before the kids get here.”

| don’t give Bryce the chance to respond before | duck below the water and push off
the wall. There's a dight twingein my leg, but | ignore it. Instead, | focus on a much
slower freestyle than I’m used to and |et the water calm my racing nerves.

Lezak prances happily at my feet as| lead him into the main lobby of the pool. Bryce
had initially been skeptical about what it'd mean to have a puppy around, but I'd
managed to assure him it would be fine. Puppies, I've learned, help relax the
swimmers (and the coaches). Lezak also takes to training easily, so | trusthim to
behave.

“Oh, screw you, Ronan O’Brien.” | blink at Josie as she comes around the desk,
probably to meet her new friend. “It’ s really not fair to us mortals, you know.”

“No.” | laugh. “I have no idea what you' re talking about.”



She motions to Lezak for permission to pet him, then she squats when | nod in
approval. “It’s really rude of you to be that pretty and have an adorable bundle of
gold fluff as a pet.”

Unable to hide my amusement at Josie’s comments, | watch her sink the rest of the
way to the floor. Within seconds, she has Lezak trying to catch her hand, giggling
whenever he manages to change tactics and pounce on her.

“We're not getting a dog right now!” A new voicejoins us, but | don’'t have to turn to
know it's Bryce. Josie pouts up at him when he appears next to me. “Josie, no. We
both have way too much going on right now.”

Which doesn’'t make a lot of sense, if you ask me. They could bring a dog to work
with them, just like I’'m doing. It’s not like Josie’' s on a massive book tour, yet, or like
Bryce is still training. This could be a great time to get a dog. They could socialize
him or her while Lezak and | are still here. Then they’d have a new Adair Swim Club
mascot once | eventually move on.

“1 hate you for bringing him here.”

| gape at Bryce, shocked at his bluntness. “You were the one who told me to bring
him here!”

“But | failed to think about how utterly enamored my girlfriend gets with any puppy
she meets,” he grumbles.

“Don’t listen to him, Ronan!” Josie cuddlies the dog closer, pressing kisses to his
nose. “He' sworried another man will take his place in my heart.”

“She means the dog,” Bryce declares before | can turn a teasing smirk his way. “Not

you.



“1t sounds more like you' re trying to convince yourself, not me,” | joke.

The door opens behind us, causing Lezak to perk up and swing his head toward the
sound. There' s a small gasp and then Lezak is off like a shot, bounding straight out of
Josie’s arms and toward whoever had just entered. | turn in time to see Mia Sheridan
drop her bags and practically melt onto the floor to meet him.

For the blink of an eye, | see the woman who captured my attention all those years
ago. Still atotal badass who could take anything the world threw at her, but willing to
let those hard edges soften for the right thing.

Everything about her shines brighter than before, though. Her laughs bounce off the
surrounding walls before piercing me straight through my heart. A sharp reminder of
how much | still misswhat never was.
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“Hi, baby,” she coos at my dog, flopping his silky ears between her fingers. “And
who is your human?’ Her gaze lifts to her best friend. “1 can't believe you let Bryce
get you a puppy without me!”

“No!” Josie protests. “He still says| can’'t have one.”
“Then who's...” Shetrails off when her eyes meet mine.

Shakily, | squat down, ignoring the slight twinge in my hip. | reach out to pet Lezak’s
head, and his tail thumps happily against her stomach. “This is Lezak. He's four
months old.”

| watch the brightness in her eyes dampen, a cloudiness settling in. In a move that's
probably instinctive, she holds the puppy alittle closer. “Y ou named a dog after Jason
Lezak?’

“When he gets the zoomies, you' [l understand why.” I'm trying to lighten the mood,
but it doesn’t seem to work. The icinessis settling around us once again, but god, do |
miss the warmth. “Come on, Mia, you can’'t deny that you loveit.”

She turns her focus back to the dog. “Don’t worry, Lezak. | won't hold your asshole
human against you.” My gaze snaps back up to Bryce, who's frowning down at us.
“You can’t help who adopted you and I’m sure he loves you.”

“Of course | do,” | snap. | may not be perfect at relationships, but I’ ve always loved
dogs and I'm a damn good dog dad. | refuse to let her think any differently. “Think
what you want about me, Mia, but don’t be that level of petty.”



It's obvious | caught her off guard by calling her out. She loosens her hold on the
puppy enough for him to wriggle from her grasp and immediately begin zooming
between her and Josie.

Mia takes that moment to get back to her feet, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead,
she gathers her bags, gives my happy puppy another pet, and heads toward the office
she shares with Josie.

Lezak sits at Josie's feet, looking between us, and the way his new friend just went,
clearly conflicted on whether he should stay or go. The rest of us ook at one another,
the awkward tension in the air palpable. How lucky the little golden fluff is to not
worry about petty things like someone not liking you when you're pretty sure they
could end up meaning everything to you.

Josie breaks the silence first. “ Okay, someone has got to tell me what happened.”

| scowl at her. “If | knew, | would tell you. Or at least try to fix it myself.”

She stands, dusting her leggings off. “Ronan, Mia only holds grudges like that when
she'sangry or been hurt. Y ou have to knowsomething.”

“l haven’t done a single thing that would warrant a grudge that has lasted almost
eight years.”

“That’ s exactly what someone would say if they messed up bad enough to warrant an
eight-year grudge,” Bryce protests.

Josie nods in agreement, eyes wide like her boyfriend made some profound point or
solved amystery. | kind of hate how in love the two of them are.

“That is the stupidest thing you' ve ever said to me, Clark,” | snap. “And | knew you



when you were a teenager.”

And, god, did he say some stupid shit back then.

| bend down, quickly scooping Lezak into my arms before heading out to the pooal,
decidedly avoiding the office area. Mia Sheridan is the last person | want to be
around right now. Besides, | have a dog who needs to get used to walking the pool
deck with meif he’'s going to help motivate these kids.

“What happened between you and this guy?”’

I’ve been in Joy’s office for all of ten minutes and all I’ve done is complain about
Ronan. | didn’t delay the start of therapy by asking how she's been or if she and her
wife are planning any fun vacations. No, instead | apparently decided to dive right
into the actual session today. And, well, Joy seemsto loveit.

| sink back into the couch. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Her brows arch. “Isn’t the whole point of therapy to talk about the very things you
don’t want to talk about?’

“We can talk about anything else but that,” | argue. “What about the dating apps? |
downloaded those. Let’s talk about them.”

She crosses one leg over the other, hands folded neatly in her lap. “We can talk about
whatever you want, Mia. This hour is yours. Y ou’ re the one who immediately started
talking about him. I’'m worried that whatever happened between the two of you could
be preventing you from moving on now.”

“That makes no sensel” She's clearly forgetting the number my ex did on me that led
me to this office in the first place. “If he was keeping me from moving on, Bianca



would have never happened. Which, in hindsight, might not have been the worst
thing.”

“1 didn't say he's always had that effect on you. I’'m just saying he might be having it
now,” she counters. “Which would make sense, seeing as you're now in each other’s
lives again.”

We're not just in each other’s lives again, though. No matter how hard | try to avoid
him, he's always there. And even though I’ ve been nothing but an absolute jerk to
him, he keeps up this polite, professional fagade like nothing happened between us.
And it infuriates me.

Maybe talking about it would help.
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Joy seems to think so, too, based on the way she relaxes in her seat and reaches for
her iced coffee. “Take me back to the moment everything changed between you two.”

| groan, reaching up, and fiddle with the ends of my hair. | should have put it up
before therapy; playing with my hair was a nervous habit of mine that I’ ve never been
able to break. “It was the last night of the Olympic Trials in 2016—we hooked up. It
wasn't ever supposed to happen.”

“Then why did it happen?’

“1 don’'t know,” | mumble. If | close my eyes, | can still see the two of us. We were so
much younger, so unsure of what the world could bring us. | wonder if he was as
blind to real heartbreak as | was back then. “He turned out to be different than |
expected. It was the first time he and | had really hung out without everyone else
around us and...l don’t know. | guess he surprised me.”

“In what ways?’

| twirl the strand of hair I’m playing with around my finger. “In every way. We only
stayed out for two drinks and then we went back to his hotel to watch movies. He had
been rooming with Bryce during the entire meet, but he'd gotten that room
specifically to hookup on his last night. At least, that’s what Bryce told Josie. Buthe
never once came on to me, never pushed me for more, or even flirted with me.”

“1 thought it bothered you when he acted like the Olympic playboy?’

Of course, Joy’s going to ask the hard questions. Questions | don’t know how to



answer because the truth is, | did hate it. It drove me nuts and insulted my feminist
heart, but more than that, something in me knew that it wasn’t him. There was
something about the entire reputation he carried with him that felt rather forced—or,
at least, it did.

“1t gave me aglimpse into the real him, and that made me put my guard down.”

She nods, watching me closely. “Who made the first move?”’

“1 did.” My hands drop to my lap and a new fidgeting starts; this time I’m picking at
the chipped polish on my nails. “I don’t even know what came over me, but | was the
one who pushed it further. We were laughing about something and when our eyes
met...it just, it felt like the moment was suspended in space. Does that make sense?’

“Like you were seeing everything you’'ve ever wanted and if you took a breath, it'd
all vanish around you.”

| want to argue. God, do | want to argue. Ronan isn't everything I’ ve always wanted,
but in that moment, he was. | wasn't always fair to Josie when it came to her hooking
up with Bryce, because | did the same thing. | saw the draw. | knew what it meant to
see this gorgeous man—the exact kind of man we'd grown up hearing fat girls can’t
date. Yet | had thismoment and I’ d taken advantage of it. Worry crawls up my chest.

| bite my lip, looking at Joy. “Do you think | used Ronan to prove something to
myself?’

“What would you need to prove to yourself?’

“That | was desirable...that | was sexy.” Tears sting the corner of my eyes. “I don’t
want to be that kind of person, Joy.”



“Do you think you are?” What kind of question is that? “Let me rephrase this. The
Olympic swim team is full of attractive men and women, correct?’ | nod dlightly,
wondering where she’' s going with this. “If you really wanted to prove to yourself that
you could get someone attractive, would you have picked him?’

“Absolutely not. He's my friend. Or he was.”

“Then | don't think you took advantage of him, Mia,” she replies. “I think you're
worried about that now because you still can’t let yourself believe he wanted you
back.”

My stomach churns and twists. The walls feel like they’'re closing in on me, and
everything starts to blur. The words hit me like a punch to the gut. Anxiety crawling
up my arms; the need to hide away from my own insecurities too much to take right
now. Before | can force myself to stand and flee, Joy’ s voice stops me.

“Mia.” Her voice is steady and calm. Something | can focus on. “1 need you to take a
few deep breaths for me.”

Together, Joy and | work to get the anxiety attack under control. By the time my
breathing is back to normal, and a water bottle is pressed into my shaky hands, we've
used about ten minutes of my session. Joy’s warm smile and calm voice continue to
center me.

Assoon as| step into the building after therapy, Josie seems to know the session had
been along one. There must be something about the look on my face or something in
my eyes because she glances up, offers me the smallest smile, and focuses back on
the parent at thedesk. | quietly move through the small crowd, heading up to our
shared office with the hope no one el se stops me.

Carter and Bryce are chatting outside the offices, in the small communal space we



have there. Neither pay me any mind as | sneak into my office and close the door
quietly behind me. Leaning back against it, | take a couple of deep, centering breaths.
The smell of chlorine lingers in every part of this building and, while some people
might find it annoying, it helps comfort me even more. It's something tangible | can
hold on to and use as a centering tool; some of my fondest memories involve the
smell of chlorine.

It's also involved in some of my least favorite memories, but I’'m choosing not to
focus on those.

It takes longer than | would like to admit for me to feel like the floor has settled
beneath my feet, but once it does, it's time to focus my attention back on the
mountain of work | need to do. | take my time, pulling everything | need from my
bag and setting up my desk to be as productive as possible. I'm content to forget
about pesky things like anxiety or feelings that get in my way. After all, I’ ve always
been pretty good at avoiding things | don’t want to face.

| don’'t emerge from my office for afew hours. | allow myself to be fully emerged in
the work | need to do and the way it can distract me from everything else. When |
finally do come out, Ronan is standing at the coffeemaker. | curse under my breath
and am just about to shut myself back into my office when he turns.

The frown on his features causes his eyebrows to furrow in a confused way that
would look adorable on anyone else. But definitely not on him. “When did you get
here?’

“Right after lunch,” | reply, moving into the room. “Like I’m scheduled.”
It's not that we have a schedule we need to keep track of. Neither Bryce nor Carter

care when | come and go as long as | finish thethings | need to. The days | have
therapy, though, are marked that I'm unavailable until after lunch on the shared



calendar, specificaly to give me time to get my life sorted out. | wake up early, do
some freelance work, go to therapy, and then come to work at Adair. Usually, | don’t
feel like I’ ve been fileted open, but what can you do?
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“1 never saw you come in. | thought you were sick or something.” His focus is fully
on the coffee he's making; he doesn’t even spare me a glance.

| shrug, walking over to the small fridge, reaching in to grab a Diet Coke. “| wasn't in
the mood to talk. Next time, I'll be sure to announce my presence.”

“That’s not what | meant, and you know it. All | was saying is your presence is
usually much more noticeable...wait, that didn’t come out right either.”

My eyes narrow at him while | reach for a small bag of chips to help me power
through the rest of my day. “Do you want me to get you a shovel to help out with the
hole you keep digging yourself?’

Hefinally looks at me. “Y ou know, one of these days, we're actually going to have to
talk about what happened, Mia.” He sighs. “We won’'t be able to stay productive with
snarky quips and a pool between us forever.”

Fear rushes through me. There’'s no way he knows what I’m really mad about, right?
If he knew the truth, he probably wouldn’t even apologize. | wouldn’t matter in the
overall scheme of things, but he'd beg me not to tell Bryce, because we both know
there’s no way he' d be okay with someone, especially a friend, saying something like
that.

“And what do you think we need to talk about?’ | keep my voice even, hoping he
can’t pick up on the fear in it.

He glances around, like he's scared someone might overhear us. Then, in alow voice,



he says the last thing I’ m expecting. “What happened in Omaha.”

| laugh, loudly. It comes so quickly, there’s no way to get control of it before it's
tumbling out. Ronan rears back like I’d just offended him. “You..." | take a deep
breath, trying to calm myself down. “You think this is about sex?’ Another laugh
bubbles out as soon as | ask the question. “ Seriously?’

“Of course,” he snaps. | can see it, though, an emotion Ronan O’ Brien doesn’'t wear
al that often—he’'s uncomfortable. “What else could it be about, Mia? That’s when
everything changed.”

But it's not.

| want to remind him of all the ways that night didn't change things, but allowed
something new to happen. We spent the entire year between the summers of 2016 and
2017 talking. We'd text whenever we could, occasionally do video calls, and there
were even a couple of times we met for dinner or coffee when we happened to be in
the same city. We never tumbled back into bed together; we just enjoyed each other’s
company. | would never say thisto my best friend, but in those twelve months, Ronan
and | were closer to a rea relationship than she and Bryce ever were when they
hooked up.

And now I'm learning that a year that meant everything to me, meant nothing to him.
Which only makes the anger burn hotter.

“This has nothing to do with Omaha. Nor does it have anything to do with the way
you led me on for awhole year, Ronan,” | snarl.

“Led you on?’ If | didn’t know the reputation he had—the way he played women—I
would almost believe he looked confused. “What are you talking about, Mia?’



“Does it matter?’ The last thing | really want to do is bring thisall up. I'min no place
to have it out with Ronan, but | want to make something perfectly clear. “If you think
this is about Omaha, thenyou need to do some self-examining. | should have known
better than to let my guard fall around you. Everyone warned me.”

He steps back, dark eyebrows furrowing further. “I don’t think that’s fair—"

“lsn’'t it?” | cut him off. “All the warning signs were there, and you ended up doing
what | always knew you would.”

“You were the one who straddled my lap.Youinitiated everything. | checked in
constantly, making sure there was no regret. If you didn't want it, | would have
stopped the second | knew. Hell, | stopped so many times to make sure you wanted
it!”

That night comes back to me in flashes. Blunt nails trailing up my thighs, dark hair
buried between my legs as stars lit up behind my eyes. The feel of him sinking into
me. How it felt to be in this man’s strong and comforting arms. How, for a blink, |
believe | could have someone like him want me in return.

For twelve months after that night, | thought we were building something amazing.
Something real. Laying the foundation for something that could last. Screw the
reputation, screw the doubters—I knew Ronan O’ Brien in a way no one else did and
he was never going to hurt me.

What a fucking joke.

“Y ou know what | want now? | want you to leave me aone, Ronan.”

“Well, that’ s going to be hard when we work together.”



“We work at the same swim club, but we don't actively work together. All my
marketing goes through Bryce and Carter. Y ou’ re a coach. Y ou stay in your lane, and
I’ll stay in mine.”

In the back of my head, | can hear Josie giggle. Of course, | would make a swimming
pun to an Olympian in the middle of a heated argument. Ronan doesn’t find it
amusing, though.

“Do Bryce and Josie know about what happened?’

It's not a question, but a demand. He wants to know where he stands in the eyes of
our friends. Which makes me think maybe he knows more than he's letting on.
Neither one of them would care that we hooked up, especialy because that same
night was the start of their friends-with-benefits situation.

If he knows the truth, though, he’ d be more concerned about who else might know.
“What was there to tell, Ronan?’ Looking up at him, | know what | have to do. | need

to get him to drop it. | need to give him a reason to stay away from me. “You were
my biggest mistake, Ronan. | need you to know that.”
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The impact of my words is instantaneous. | can feel the way everything shifts, watch
as Ronan seems to collapse in on himself. All the tension he was holding—all the
bravado he seems to exude at all times—just vanishes. He blinks at me, stunned by
my bluntness. And | feel alittle sick.

I’ve never seen him ook so small.

“1 don’'t know what happened. | don’t know what changed between us, but this...” He
trails off in alow voice. “How long are you going to stay mad at the past, Mia?’

“I’m not mad at the past.” The bag of chips crinkle beneath my grip. “1 refuseto let it
affect my future.”

There' s literally nothing else to say. | can hear footsteps coming up the stairs. It feels
like the walls are closing in on me, the weight of our words pushing them closer and
closer. | take a step back, ready to retreat back to my office. Ronan reaches for me,
but his hand stops mid-air as he realizes what he' s doing, then it drops.

And | know that whatever little shred of hope still hung between us is gone now.
There’'s no coming back from the things | said. Just like there's no coming back from
what he said. The past is going to define us; it's going to shape and influence
everything that comesnext. It will serve as areminder that our words and actions have
conseguences, and we'll have to face those consequences one way or another. Even if
it's eight years down the line.

The door to the stairwell swings open, pulling Ronan’s gaze from me. In that brief
moment of distraction, | do what every sensible woman would do in my position. |



run.

| seek solace in my office; the door swinging closed behind me. | listen as Ronan
chats with Bryce about some game that was on TV the night before, our friend
clueless about what just happened. | used to want to hurt him the way he hurt me al
those years ago, but seeing it unfold in real time made my stomach twist. Why did he
have to make things happen this way?

We could have been happy. We had a chance to have everything, and he took it from
us.

And | definitely never fought for it.

Mia s words haunt me for days.

Every time | shut my eyes, memories flash through my mind. Good memories, great
even. Only...now they’re tainted with the truth I’ ve learned. She regrets everything.
She wishes it never happened. And | don’t know what to do with that information.

Sure, she's not the first one to say those words to me. I’ ve done alot of things I’m not
proud of, leaned a little too heavily into the playboy reputation swimming and media
branded me with. I’ ve had women scream at me in public, drinks thrown in my face,
and unfortunately, even received a dap or two. They were al well-deserved
reactions, but still.

None of those reactions mattered, though. They were reminders of what | was doing
to myself, and of how | was filling my life with things I’d regret. Ultimately, they
were fleeting moments in my life. Moments | wouldn’t dwell on too long. | thought |
would finally let go of them once the world seemed to understand I'd grown up.
Except that never happened. | was never given the chance to be honest about who |
am with anyone. Except Mia.



And that’swhy it hurt so badly. Because this one—thisone matters.

For the first time in years, | had tried to build something with someone. | was
dedicated to learning everything | possibly could about Mia Sheridan. To make her
feel seen and heard. | wanted to get to know her on alevel deeper than just the mutual
attraction already there.

There has been something about her from the moment | caught her in my arms in
Charlotte.

| slipped into the reputation | was known for with ease, but Mia never bought into it.
No matter how flustered | made her—no matter how hard Josie was trying not to
freak out—she just pulled herself together. She wasn't flustered for a minute; she
went right to business and introduced them as the owners ofAdair Swimming, the
blog this club is named after. Even when | surprised her, she never broke her
composure. It was one of the first things | learned to admire about Mia.

| was hesitant to push for anything more with Mia. | knew back then what | did to
women, and | didn’'t want to put her through the same heartache. She deserved
someone better—still does. When she pulled herself into my lap that night, every
warning bell was blaring in my head, telling me to run before | fucked up one of the
few good things in my life. But then | set my hands on her hips, and she was leaning
in until our lips were barely touching. She brushed her long, silky dark hair to the side
as she asked meto kiss her.

| was unable to resist.

| checked in so many times. She was the one who kept pulling me back in for more.
More | was happy to give, but the fear was there. The very real possibility | would
hurt this woman. We should have talked about it more that morning, but she was
gone early. Woke me up long enough to let me walk her back to her room, hoping



Josie wouldn’t be too worried.

| kissed her goodbye at that door and held onto the fleeting feeling ofalmostfor a
whole year. A year | spent building something real. | thought we were doing it
together, but | was very, very wrong.

When we met in Indianapolis the following summer, everything felt great. | had plans
to see if she wanted to be something more, take it to an official level, and then it all
came to a screeching halt. She went from being this bright light in my life to nothing
but a cold shoulder. She wouldn’t even look at me.

When I'd asked Josie if she knew what was going on, the way she joked about the
reputation | had back then cut me deep. I'd put on a brave face, met her joke with one
of my own, but | watched the way her smile faltered—she saw right through me. |
spent weeks combing through messages, replaying every moment over, trying to
figure out where | screwed it up; because it had to be something | did.

After a week’s worth of text messages went unanswered, | finally took the hint and
let her go.

Now she's throwing everything back in my face—proving my worst fear. Proving
that it never meant anything to her.

When Bryce and Carter originally approached me about this position, | was hesitant
because they mentioned Mia doing their media. It had nothing to do with me not
wanting to see her. Over the last few years, whenever | let my mind wander, it always
found her. Of course, | wanted to see her and what her life was like, but | respected
her too much to force her to confront me and our past. It took a lot of convincing
from the two Olympians and a quick glance at Mia in Paris for my resolve to
crumble.



Whatever second chance | was hoping for clearly isn’t on the table.

And that’s fine, because we're two different people now. Who knows, we might not
even be compatible anymore.

If | could only believe my own lie.
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Mia lets out a small shriek of surprise when she rounds the corner to head outside. |
somehow manage to stop the two of us from colliding and quickly drop my hands
from her shoulders when she shoots me a glare. She mutters out her thanks before
shoving past me.

“What the hell happened between you two now?’ The whine in Bryce' s voice has me
turning toward him, eyebrow arched. “You were fine. Sure, you didn’t get along, but
| didn’t have to worry about you becoming an HR nightmare!”

| cock my head. “Do we even have HR?’

He sets the stack of papers he was holding on the desk and leans against it. “Listen
here, asshole. | am HR. | don’'t want to deal with a nightmare. Please don't make
me.”

The mental image of Bryce trying to recreate something that looks remotely like a
human resources department is laughable to me. He's never been the type of person
who will use buzz words or tiptoe around a problem in the guise of keeping things
professional. He'd much rather tell it like it is. Which is one of the things I’ ve aways
admired about him.

Especially when he used that specific talent to have my back and pushed me to keep
fighting after the accident. But that’ s not something | should allow myself to dive into
too much. Not when there are other things that need to be done.

“l promise you won't have to fire either one of us for unprofessional conduct.” He
doesn’t look convinced. “Don’t give me that look, man! | warned you this would



happen.”

He moves around the desk, wagging a finger a me. “No, you told me that the two of
you wouldn’'t get along. Which is fine. We decided we could work around that. What
youfailedto mention was something could happen between you two that makes it
worse. What happened?’

As if he's the only one who wants to know the answer to that question. “l don't
know, man. We just talked.”

His eyebrows shoot up his forehead. “You justtalked? What the hell? Is that a
euphemism for old people or something?’

| glower at him. “I’'m only three years older than you, asshole. And it's not a
euphemism for anything. We literally just talked.”

“Then you need to not do that again,” he decides with a nod. “Y eah, that’s probably
for the best.”

| cross my arms over my chest. “And how is that going to work?’

“1 don’t know!” He throws his hands up. “Carter and | can be your carrier pigeons or
some shit.” He pokes me in the chest—actually pokes me. | fight to keep the laugh
back when | see the seriousness in his gaze. “| have a delicate balance here, O’ Brien,
and | will not have the two of you messing it up! Got it?’

With one last poke to my chest, Bryce is turning to walk away from me, and | can’'t
help but push his buttons a little more. “All right, we won't talk anymore. But are you

going to give her the same lecture you gave me?’

He turns around. “No way in hell. She scares me.”



| can no longer hold in the laugh, which only seems to irritate him more since he
storms off with a scowl. From the very first moment he saw her, Bryce has always
been a little afraid of Mia. And it’s not him being dramatic. She's fiercely protective
of her best friend, and Bryce was someone who didn’t aways treat Josie right. Of
course, he was on her shit list.

But in the short few weeks I’ ve been here, I’ ve witnessed the shift in their dynamic.
She knows Bryce loves Josie more than anything and will do whatever he can to keep
her happy. She's stepped back alittle, loosened the protective shield she’'s aways had
on the younger woman, and trusts Bryce to pick up the slack.

Héell, I'd even say afriendship between the two of them has been coming together.

He's lucky; he has Josie to help soften Mia' s ire, whereas | am doomed to face it for
the rest of our lives.

Over the next few days, | manage to listen to Bryce's demands. It helps that Mia
seems to be going out of her way to avoid me whenever we have to be at work at the
same time. Usually, she’s shut in her and Josi€' s office or, when she needs marketing
material, she'll turn around, and leave whenever she has the chance. Which is about
to become harder, though, because Bryce has officialy cleared me to take over the
coaching of the high school team.

The team is made up of a number of kids from around the city who either don’t have
access to a swim team through their school, the team they’re on isn’'t serious enough
to help them with their goals, or their parents are determined to have ther kid
coached by an Olympian. Those kids are the ones | tend to check in on the most, not
wanting to see their parents follow the same path mine did.

Overdl, it'sasolid team. Although they’re young, | could already see several of them
making time cuts for Olympic Trialsin 2028, which is exactly what Bryce and Carter



want to see for their small club. And now they’re turning this team over to me while
Carter focuses on some of the younger swimmers and Bryce takes a stepback to focus
on the business. I'm fulfilling everything | was brought here to do.

And it’s no surprise I'm the one who breaks the silence between Mia and me.

I’m running the team through an efficiency workout—helping them nail the basics of
knowing their stroke count and keeping it consistent—when Mia walks onto the deck.
She hesitates when she sees me, before putting on a blank look of pure annoyance
and walking down the deck to get better angles for photos.

My gaze drifts from swimmer to swimmer as | pace the length of the pool with them,
trying to pick out the most consistent among them. As a group of them turn at the
wall, heading back, while the rest of them are still making their way to the wall, | stop
near Mia. She's determined to not pay me any attention, continuing to snap pictures. |
break.

“You're going to have to get used to this,” | tell her. “Theteam isal mine. Bryce'sin
his office and Carter is with the middle schoolers.”

She's focused on scrolling through the pictures and, for a second, | don’t think she'll
respond to me. “I’m surprised they trust you to coach kids alone.”

My gaze snaps toward her. “ Excuse me?’
Surely Bryce and Carter told her what | do. Besides, there are so many steps involved

in being cleared to coach, especially at a level where the kids would have to travel.
Something | know she knows from her time doing mediain the sport.
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“We would hate for you to teach all those kids to be cocky, irresponsible assholes.”

Is she redlly throwing that stupid reputation | had back in my face? The reputation
she knows | hate and the one she and Josie worked hard to fight against? Was |
always the picture-perfectathlete? No. Did | use my status as a world-class athlete to
flirt? Sure. But | didn’t have a string of girls waiting for me to give them a chance. |
also hated the way swimming and sports media made me out to be this self-absorbed
ass because of the way my parents paraded me around like a show pony.

Sheknowsall that and now she' s treating me like everyone el se.
“You think you know me so well,” | say lowly. “Don’t you, Sheridan?’

| have never referred to her by her last name; she’s always been Miato me. And her
name has always brought a smile to my face, until now.

Her eyes widen dlightly, the brown line surrounding the greenish-blue looking
impossibly dark, but her mask is quickly back up. She smiles smugly at me. “Yes,
O'Brien, | do. Isn't that what I’ ve been trying to tell you? Y ou’ re not fooling anyone.
Y ou never have been.”

My irritation grows. For the first timein my life, | want Miato get as far away from
me as possible. “Well, apparently, | fooled you once.”

It's the wrong thing to say. | hate how her eyes shutter, how she seems to fold in on
herself, and make herself smaller.



There’ s no emotion on her face when she looks back at me. She hops off the bleacher
she was using for leverage, gripping her camera, and glaring at me. “And it’ll never

happen again.”

My shoulders sag as | watch her walk back down the deck, probably ready to head up
to her office. Hell, maybe she'll find Bryce and demand | be fired. This conversation
would definitely fall under “HR nightmare,” which he warned me against. Maybe he
was right. | probably should have never opened my mouth.

I’'m still cleaning up after my practice well into the start of free swim. One of the
mothers had snagged my attention before | could stop it, asking about the schedule of
meets and what the time standards would be. Although | calmly explained we were
still finalizing the meet schedule, reminding her short course season doesn’t start until
September, she wanted something concrete. | mentioned a couple of the meets | knew
we' d be looking at, which drew the attention of another parent who wanted to know
why we weren't participating in long course season.

Which led to awhole other explanation of this team being new enough that swimmers
are on different levels—levels we're still determining. Some of our athletes aren’t
familiar with long course, which requires a different approach to their races. Besides,
since it’s June, the long course season is well underway, and it could do more damage
to the team to throw them into something they’ re unprepared for. There' s a difference
between the typical high school season and the club season, which we fall under, and
keeping them in the club year-round will prohibit them from competing for their high
school team.

Which then led me to learning al the reasons why swim parents know more than the
coach. Something I’'m not sure I'll ever get used to, but definitely know how to

handle.

The point is, I'm already here later than | want to be, and | did not have enough



caffeine to deal with this.

As | finish gathering the team’s equipment, | think about the conversation | had with
Mia. The way I'd pretty much burned every bridge that could have ever brought us
together. Which is a shame because I'd really like to get her and Josie to put together
a handout for parents to explain everything they need to know about club versus high
school swimming. Maybe | could get Josie to bring it up; she doesn’t hate me.

Or maybe she does. Mia s had alot of timeto tell her about what happened.

Something catches my attention out of the corner of my eye before | can finish
cleaning up. Or, rather, someone. A swimmer has claimed one of our free swim lanes
for herself and is gliding through the water in a gentle freestyle. She's better than any
of the kids | currently have freestyling on the team.

| watch her swim a couple of laps, picking up pace occasionally before dropping back
down. There are things that need improvement—her elbow position and turns are off,
aong with her breathing—but the basics are there. Not only are they there, but
they’re strong. She keeps her body in a great streamlined position—her head is low
and in line with her body. Just looking at her, | feel like I'm looking at a younger
Katie Ledecky or Simone Manuel. | want this girl on the team.

Forgetting my gear, | walk over to her lane, hoping to catch her when she stops for a
break and a drink of water. Something else I've been able to easily pick up on is
when someone is tiring themselves out. As predicted, she pullsto a stop at the wall as
I”’m approaching.

| approach carefully, fully aware of the fear that comes from a man approaching a
young woman in public. I go in with the introduction. “Hey, my name is Ronan
O’ Brien. I’'m one of the coaches here at Adair Swim Club. Y ou're really talented, and
| was wondering what team you swim for.”



The young woman pulls her goggles off, resting them against her cap, and blinks up
at me. Once, twice, three times. | don’t know what to do.

“Holy shit,” she breathes. Well, that wasn’'t what | was expecting. “1 watched you at
the Olympics. | mean...not in person because it wasin Rio, and | was only five, but |
remember watching you.”

My face flushes. It's not often people recognize me anymore, even among young
swimmers. My career ended in 2017 and most of the kids this girl’s age were too
young to remember, but she remembers me, and that will always be a weird feeling.
“Uh, yeah, | retired in 2017.”

She nods. “Yeah, | remember that. Holy shit, you were watching me swim and think
I’m good”Me?’

“Yes” | exclam, happy to pull the attention off me and back on her. “I was
wondering what team you swim for? Isit a school team?”’

If it's a school team, | have the chance to pull her away. If it's a club, it depends.
Adair is the only one in the city who's registered with the US swimming governing
body, which isapull for alot of people.

The young woman laughs in my face. “I don’t swim for anyone! I’'m not on a team. |
just like swimming.”

My scheming brain screeches to a halt. “What?” My astonishment is clear in my
voice, and it's now my turn to blink at her. “But you're good enough to get a
scholarship.”

A scholarship. Go pro. Potentially go to the Olympics. Become one of the best female
freestylers we' ve ever seen. But, you know, baby steps.



“1’m going to be a sophomore in high school, and | go to public school.”
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| bite back a smile. “Not high schooal, kid. College. | feel confident enough to say you
could get a college scholarship if you took this serioudly.”

The wide-eyed wonderment is back, but it dims almost as quickly. “Swimming on a
team is expensive. It's not something | can really afford.”

Which tells me she' s wanted this bad enough to look into it at some point.

Part of the reason Bryce and Carter brought me on is to build a scholarship. To give
talented swimmers the chance to chase their dreams, even when their financial
situation doesn’'t allow it. And she’s right about swimming being expensive. It takes a

toll on the swimmer’s family.

And that’s exactly why we want to push this scholarship. And | know who our first
recipient should be.

“Would you want to swim on ateam? More specifically here.” She goes to argue, but
| don’t let her. “Let metalk to my boss, but there is away we can get you on the team

here—get you training and competing—without costing you a dollar.”

There's something in her eyes that tells me she's been let down before. She doesn’t
want to hold on to too much hope around this. “| need to leave in fifteen minutes.”

It's an opening; that’sall | need. “That’sall | need. What’ s your name?”’

She' s not convinced. “Emmie.”



“Emmie,” | repeat. “Great! Don’t go anywhere, please!”

Ignoring the fundamental rule of no running on the deck, | take off toward the offices,
determined to not be another person who lets this kid down.

“Is everything okay?’ Josie asks as | bypass the front desk, heading straight upstairs
to the offices. “Ronan?’

| am fully aware | only have a short window of time to convince Bryce and Carter we
need this girl on the team. If | can’'t offer her something in the next fifteen
minutes—something that will convince her to stay—she'll go home and there's no
guarantee I'll ever see her again. I'm not sure they’ll be ready to commit to
something like this so early on. Adair isn’'t even ayear old, and I’ ve only been here a
month. We still have a lot we're trying to build and grow, but this girl could help us
achieve every goal we've set for ourselves.

What we don’t have with her, though, is time. I’'m determined to give this kid a
chance.

Bryce's office door is shut when | approach it, but | can see Carter through the
window. Perfect.

| knock on the door once, not even waiting before | push it open. “Hey, can | talk to
you guys?’

Mia is gitting in one of the chairs off to the side, mouth open like she was in the
middle of saying something when | interrupted. | hadn’t even seen her there, but her
presence doesn’t stop me from pushing further into the office. She's the one who said
we needed tostay away from each other yet aways seems to be around. She can get
used to this.



“We're in a meeting right now.” Exasperation drips from her tone while | shut the
door behind me. “But sure, Ronan, come on in.”

If this were her office, | might feel a bit guilty, but it's not. It's Bryce’'s and her
opinion isn’t my priority right now. “I’m sorry, but thisis important.”

“Yeah, of course.” Bryce shuts his laptop, giving me his full attention. “Everything
okay?’

To my left, Mia starts gathering her things. “I’ll let you guys talk. We can finish our
meeting later.”

“Actualy,” | reply, “you should stay. This will probably end up involving you at
some point, too.”

The Mial knew also loved cheering for the underdog. If | can get her on my side, at
least in this one instance, she can help me get Bryce and Carter on board.

“Oh.” She settles back into her seat.

Leaning back against the door, | cross my arms over my chest, and focus on the
owners. “| want to talk about the scholarship program.”

They exchange a quick look, but they all wait for me to continue.

“1 found the kid who should get to the first one.” Quick and straight to the point is the
best way to get things to go my way. “ She's downstairs right now.”

For whatever reason, Mia is the first one to speak. “There is no way we can make
something like that happen right now.”



To my annoyance, Bryce nods. “That's still at least a year out, Ronan. We're doing

great, but thisis our first year and | can’'t be investing in a scholarship fund. Not right
now.”

An opportunity like this could open so many doors for this young woman. She could
get into a good college, travel, and more. Plus, | can see it in her eyes—she loves
being in the water, even if she's notdoing it in a competitive way. The drive is there
and afuture full of whatever she wants iswithin reach. Thisiswhat | do. Thisiswhat
| came to Adair to do.
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| do feel abit like adick to just barge into Bryce's office and demand these two new
business owners to take a chance on someone who could end up costing them alot of
money. There are ways to prevent that from happening, though. And the chance for
thisto go right far outweighsthe likelihood it’ [l go wrong.

“You know how we feel about implementing a scholarship program, Ronan. We
discussed it at length when we hired you.” | focus on Carter, but don’t miss the way
Mia s jaw drops open a bit. Does she not know what they brought me on to do?“Give
it another year and we can—"

“We don’'t have a year with this kid, guys!” | can picture the way my mother would
purse her lips a my raised voice, but | press on. “She’'s a sophomore in high school
and she’s had no formal training. It isliterally now or never.”

Bryce looks at Carter, his frown deepening, and | know | said the wrong thing. | just
made them even more concerned about what this could do—time and money could be
wasted.

| have to fix it. “But she's good. She' sreallygood. Her form is amost perfect. We all
know what it means to see a kid who has that fire—something in them that tells you
they’ re gonna be someone and do something incredible. She has that. All she needsis
someone to give her adamn chance!”

Bryce lets out a sympathetic-sounding sigh, fingers roughly combing through dark
blond curls. He's conflicted. The businessman in him is at odds with the swimmer
who chased a dream. “Look, man, | get it, but the funds aren’t there right now.”



“And they won't be for years.”

| turn to glare a Mia. “I thought you handled marketing, not money. Or coaching, for
that matter.”

She meets my glare with one of her own. “Well, you're not listening to the man in
charge of the money. Y ou know, yourboss.”

“She has a point,” Carter cuts in. “Yes, we're starting to see a profit, but with four
saaries, it's still tight. We don’t have alot of room to work with.”

“Then stop paying me.”

Mia chokes on air. A ragged cough overtakes her, and she reaches for her water. |
clock her movements from the corner of my eyes, but my focus mostly stays on
Bryce. I'm wearing him down.

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “We already told you we' re not doing that, Ronan.
We aren’t hiring you, moving you across the country, and not paying you. Your
sdary isaready way less than it should be.”

It had taken months for the three of us to come to an agreement on that. | didn’t need
money. | managed and invested my earnings from my professional career well. That's
what | live on, and | do so quite comfortably. There's not always a lot of money in
swimming, but if you can get sponsorships and take on other side gigs like modeling,
it adds up.

“And | told you | don't need it,” | push back. “If my salary is the only thing
preventing us from giving her a shot, then | don’t want it.”

Bryce glowers a me. “We're not doing it that way, Ronan. If you work for us, you



get paid. That’s how we're running this business. End of story.”

| have never felt the urge to scream at the top of my lungs so strongly before.

“Bryce and Carter are running their business the way they want to,” Mia says. I've
also never felt this amount of frustration with herbefore—like she's purposefully
getting in my way and making things difficult for me, no matter who else it could
hurt. “It’ s ultimately their decision and you have to respect it.”

“Fine.” | cross my arms over my chest. “If that’s how it’s going to be, then | accept
it.”

Bryceraises abrow. “But?’

“I’ll pay for her training.”

With a groan, he drops his head in pure defeat. “Are you kidding me right now,
man?’

“Serioudly,” Miaadds. “Isthisredly the time you want to throw your money around?
We get it, Ronan, Mommy and Daddy are rich. Why do you aways have to prove it
to everyone around you?’

Her words sting, right down to my core. Nothing she's ever said to me has hurt this
badly. | can see it written all over her face. She doesn’t see me anymore. She sees the
same person almost everyone else in the world does—the spoiled, rich kid party boy
who has had everything handed to him.

| wish | knew what made her opinion of me shift like that. And more importantly,
why does her believing this hurt me more than it ever has before?



| stare down at her, shoulders tense, and mouth pulled into athin line. “I’m not trying
to prove anything, Mia. | want to give her a shot. Isn’t that what Adair Swim Club is
supposed to be about?’

“No, you want the glory of paying for that kid's success,” she seethes. “L et her finish
the career you threw away.”

Ouch.

“Now, wait a minute—"

| cut Bryce off before he can get into something | don’t want to get into. “If that's
really the way you see me, nothing | say will change that, but | aways thought you

were better than to stoop to shallowjudgments. Turns out you're not the only one
finding out people aren’t who they seem.”
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Her cheeks flush, whether in embarrassment, or anger, I’'m not sure. Still, fire flares
in her eyes. “Y ou think you’ re doing something noble here—"

“No. I'm supporting talent, Sheridan. Talent who might never get another chance
without this. You can think whatever you want of me, but don’t belittle this.” | look
back at Bryce and Carter. “Now, will one of you please come with me to see what

I’m talking about?’

Bryce looks at Carter, who motions him to go ahead. “Y our judgment is as good as
mine. I’ [l wrap things up with Mia.”

Bryce stands and heads toward the door. | take one last ook at Mia, wondering if I'll
ever have anything | want to say to her again, before | follow him.

We're halfway down the stairs when Bryce breaks the silence. “Y ou’ re going to have
to tell her, eventually.”

| smirk to myself. “ About what? My real job or the real reason | retired?”’
He glares back, pulling open the door. “Both.”

“Maybe.” | shrug. “But not today.”

“Holy shit, dude.”

Bryce's eyes are tracking every movement of the girl pulling herself through the
water with practiced ease. He's stunned in the same way | was the first time |



watched some of the biggest names in the sport swim in person for the first time.
Forget about racing against someone that good—that kind of raw talent will aways
take your breath away. She could be the goldmine a small club like this needs.

“1 really hate it when | have to say you wereright.” Herolls his eyes when he sees the
smug smile on my face. “Don’t get too cocky; she's not on the team yet. You said
you talked to her?’

| nod. “Briefly, before | came into your office. She told me how old she was, and that
she has no formal training, but has always loved swimming. Her technique is natural,
Bryce. | asked if she’d be interested in swimming on a team, and she told me it’s not
something they could afford.”

“Hence the scholarship program.” His gaze has gone back to the young woman. “But
she' sinterested?”’

“She said it's always been a dream of hers. I'll work with her. Give her private
lessons to help her get caught up with the rest of the team. This could work.”

“Wéll, then, let’ s get her on the team.”

Our time must be running out because Emmie has pulled herself from the water to
wrap atowel around her shoulders, heading toward her stuff. Bryce and | follow.

“Emmie!” | call, hoping not to startle her. She looks up, eyes widening when we
reach her. “Thisis one of the owners of Adair Swim Club, Bryce Clark.”

“Nice to meet you, Emmie.” Bryce holds out a hand. She stares up at him with alook
| know well. It’s the look that came whenever a young swimmer has met not one, but
two Olympians in the span of twenty minutes. It's probably a good thing we didn’t
bring Carter with us.



She snaps out of it, shakily reaching forward to shake Bryce's hand. “Oh, my god,
I’m sorry,” she mutters, her gaze bouncing between the two of us. “I didn’t think he
was telling the truth. It’ sreally nice to meet you, Mr. Clark.”

He flinches in the same way every newly thirty-year-old basicaly gets told they're
old by the younger generation, but he recovers quickly.

“Bryce.” He smiles. “I'm surprised you didn’'t see al the headlines about two
Olympians opening a club in Columbia. My marketing manager made sure to make a
pretty big deal out of it.”

She flushes. “Honestly, | didn’t even know this place existed until my counselor told
me you were letting high school students use the pool and gym for free.”

Bryce glances at me quickly. “So, you don't have a pool or team at your high
school 7’

Her laugh is harsh and short. “No, not at all.”

“How would you feel about swimming on ateam?’ Bryce presses, gently. Which is
good, because Emmie is still looking at us like she's a deer caught in headlights.
“Specifically, here, at Adair, on the team Ronan coaches.”

“You seem to favor freestyle, and | have a lot of experience,” | remind her. Bryce
shoots me a “Really, dude?’look, but | don’t care. | want this girl on my team. “And
they agreed. Y ou wouldn’t pay for anything. We can handle talking to your parent or
guardian, if you're worried about that.”

She shakes her head, biting her lip. “No, | can talk to my mom. She won’'t mind, as
long as she doesn’t have to pay anything.”



“It' sascholarship,” | lie. “Tell her there’s nothing that needs to come out of her own
pocket.”

She looks at me with vulnerable eyes. “And you really think I’'m good enough to get
a college scholarship?’

| hold her gaze, refusing to waver. “I do, but | don’t want that to be the only reason
you join this team. | want you to join it because you want to, because you love
swimming, and want to see whatyou' re capable of. The quickest way to burnout on
something you love is to put a monetary value on it.”
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“He' sright. Y ou have to want to do this, Emmie,” Bryce chimesin.
Her smile brightens. “It's all I’ ve ever wanted, if I'm being honest.”

Bryce takes that as her acceptance. “Great! We have some forms your parents will
need to fill out. Ronan wants to do some private sessions with you before he pulls
you into the team, since you’' ve had no formal training. Is that alright with you?”’

Emmie nods excitedly, her hands twisting the towel around. “Y es, absolutely!”

“And | have some stipulations,” | tell her. She nods again. “ School is your priority.
You have to keep your grades up. | require all my swimmers to give me quarterly
updates on their grades. If you dslip below a C in any course, you're benched from
meets until it goes up. You have to stay out of trouble; getting caught drinking
underage or being apprehended will result in an immediate suspension. If you're on
this team, you’'re committed. You show up on time for practices and meets, and you
do your best. Swimming may fedl like an individual sport, but your team is
invaluable. And if you ever need something, you come to me, or any other adult
working for Adair, okay?’

“We want our swimmers to know this is a safe space for them,” Bryce adds. “If
you're in trouble or need something, we're here to help.”

“Exactly. Do you agree to these stipulations?’

“Absolutely. Thank you so much for this opportunity!” She reaches out to shake both
of our hands.



“Welcome to Adair, Emmie.” Bryce grins. “Let’s get those forms and do a quick tour
of the place.”

“So, tell me more about him!”

Ronan, who was crossing the room to get a cup of coffee, stops dead in his tracks and
turnsto face Josie and me. “More about who?”’

Ignoring his question, | look at my best friend. “ There’ s nothing else | can say, Jos.” |
laugh. “Y ou know how dating apps work; they don’t give you alot of room to get to
know someone. That’'s what the dates are for.”

From his spot in the other chair, Bryce scowls at the mere mention of his girlfriend
ever being on a dating app, which makes me bite back a smile. Josie lasted all of one
week on a dating app before swearing to never download one again; the lack of
authenticity and taking the time to get to know someone was a huge turnoff for her.
She wasn't in the market for a quick path, so she kept traveling the one she already
was on, and it led her back to Bryce.

“But the two of you have been talking fordays!” She drops her head back against the
couch in annoyance, turning it to look at me. “Come on, there has to be something
he’' stold you that’s of note.”

But he hasn't, not really. All of our conversations have been pretty shallow, not
digging too deep into either of our personal lives. | know he works at the nearby
university, but | don’t know what hedoes there. | know he's a horrible texter and
wouldn’t know how to use a comma correctly if his life depended on it—which is
something | won't be telling the writer sitting beside me.

“Oh!” Josie flinches at my outburst, but | don’t care because |dohave a fun fact about
him. “He hasacat. It's named...Cat.”



The fact sort of dies on my tongue as | remember just how lameitis.

Josie’s anticipatory smile drops. “Oh...That’s...not the most creative name |’ ve ever
heard, but it's hardly the cat’s fault. I’'m sure they’re still adorable and it gets the
point across.”

Am | so pathetically alone that my best friend is trying to rationalize this lame tidbit
of information | somehow managed to remember? The truth is that this guy is nothing
special. He's a pretty basic, copy-paste white guy who doesn’t seem to be interested
in anything other than fishing—he even posed with a fish in his profile—and football.
Our conversations are boring, and he barely asks about me, but it's what Joy would
label as progress. My therapist has a point; | need to start moving on from the Bianca
situation, and thisisthe first lame step.

“You'reallergic to cats.”

My gaze snaps up to Ronan, who is still frozen in place but also now frowning at me.
| told him that in passing once, but he remembers it. Remembers it enough to bring it
up in amoment like this. It shouldn’t have an impact on me, not really, but | suddenly
feel like some kind of way about it.

“1...” | trail off, not even knowing what | want to say.

“Oh, my god, you are!” Josie gasps, looking at me with wide eyes. “How is that
going to work?’

| can’t talk to Ronan—can’'t acknowledge that some of the information | shared with
him is still there despite years of not speaking—but | can talk to Josie. More
importantly, | can joke with Josieand make things seem better. Even if she doesn’t
fully believe me, Ronan will. He won't be able to see through the facade | put up. Or
| hope not.



“We're not getting married,” | joke. “I probably won't even end up at his house.”

“But if hehasalot of cat hair on him—"

“Thank you for your concern, Ronan.” | glare at him. “I know how to handle my own
alergy. I'll be prepared.”

He snorts, but finally finishes his path to the coffegpot to make himself acup. “That’s
the start of areally heathy relationship, Mia. You have to medicate yourself just to
be able to breathe around him? The Save the Dates practically write themselves.”

“Don’'t adl the romance novelstalk about how romantic it is when someone takes your
breath away?’

“Oh, please. There's a difference between that and a medical condition that prevents
you from breathing.”
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“1’m touched by your concern, but it's none of your concern,” | say to Ronan. “Dan
and | are going out tonight, and we' re going to have awonderful time.”

After grabbing his coffee, he collapses on the only free chair next to Bryce, raising
his mug toward me in a salute. “I’ll be sure to remind everyone those were your last
words.”

Bryce doesn’'t even try to hide his laughter, but does manage to catch the pair of
goggles| throw at him. Which is honestly impressive for him.

| turn my focus back to Josie. “Why do we even have those up here?’

“Who knows.” She shrugs. “Now, show me pictures again!”

Bryce groans as | grab my phone from where it’s sitting on the couch to open up the
app. I’'m willing to take amost any distraction to keep Ronan from commenting on

my lovelife.

The door swings open before | can even raise my arm to knock, revealing Bryce.
“Hey, how was your date?’

Too exhausted to even utter a comeback, | raise my eyebrows, and give alittle shrug.
Thankfully, he takes my non-answer as an answer and steps aside to let mein.

Bryce and Josie' s home envelopes mein its warm and cozy arms. | kick my shoes off
to leave them with the rest crowded by the door, letting my purse fall with a gentle
thud, and follow Bryce deeper into the house. In the living room, Carter and Ronan



are watching a meet on low volume while Josie and Kat sit off to the side, talking
about something. | can tell Josie’'s only somewhat paying attention, though, with the
way her gaze keeps flickering over to the TV. The room smells like homemade
brownies, which | know has to be Bryce's doing because | haven't brought anything
over in weeks and baking is not Josi€’ s strong suit.

When | spot the plate of said brownies on the table between Josie and Kat, | make a
beeline toward it. | can feel the way each of my friends follows me with their eyes;
concern seeped into their gazes. It' s not often | allow myself to shut down like thisin
front of the group. This privilege is usually only reserved for Josie.

And my best friend is watching me with a steady gaze as | take a bite of brownie. |
fight to let out a moan when the rich chocolate taste hits my tongue. | realy wish I'd
grabbed food before going on the date. “If you want to change, | laid some comfy
clothes out on my bed for you.”

The best thing about friends with similar body types to yours are moments like this.
While Josie is a bit shorter than me and a tadsmaller in certain areas, she loves her
comfy clothes to be a size bigger for ultimate relaxation. And she knows me well
enough to know if | made it over after the date, | wouldn’t want to stay in the same
outfit.

“Go change.” She nods toward the stairs. “ And then when you come back, you better
tell me what happened tonight.”

She left no room for any argument, so | shuffle upstairs and down the hall to the main
bedroom. Just like with everything in the house, | instantly see my best friend's
influence in the warm, cozy space. Despite living in South Carolina for over a year,
she still hasn’t been able to shake her Midwest roots. A thick, fuzzy blanket is draped
across the edge of the bed and the bedside lamp is casting a warm glow.



| snag the sweatpants and T-shirt off the edge of the bed and duck into the bathroom
to change. My smile only grows when | see makeup remover, a reusable cotton pad,
hairbrush, and scrunchie on the counter. Bryce might be the love of her life, but she's
my person just as much as | am hers.

About ten minutes later, | head back downstairs while pulling my hair up. In the
living room, the boys are discussing the merits of some new training topic, with
Ronan in the middle of a heated argument as to why it's a horrible idea. As | round
the corner to head back to the girls, he trails off mid-sentence, his gaze clocking my
every move.

It's been years since he' s seen me this dressed down. The way his eyes rove over my
body sends a little thrill up my spine. But | can’'t focus on that. Instead, | tell them, “It
has inconsistent results, and a lot of swimmers have openly spoken out against it. I'm
with Ronan on this one.”

| don’t miss the way surprise overtakes his features, but he quickly recovers with a
triumphant smile. “Thank you, Mial”

Josie appears out of nowhere, handing me a generous glass of wine. “Enough talk
about work. | want to hear about what happened on Mia's date.”

Groaning, | collapse into the only free chair, which gives me the perfect view to
watch Ronan tense up. I’'m suddenly aware that the two of us are the only single
peoplein this room.

When he sees me looking at him, he clears his throat. “Y ou really went on a date with
someone who's pet could kill you?"

"Yes," | huff out. Did he think | made the whole thing up? No one could make up
someone like Dan. "It's therapy mandated. She thinks | need to put myself out there



more."

“Which iswhy you don’'t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

Who would have thought Bryce would be the one coming to my rescue? | don’t mind
talking about this one, though. It wasn't awful in the sense he's thinking, just an
immature frat boy who missed the realization that it’s time to be an adullt.

“All he could talk about was his chicken.”

All my friends blink at me in the same confused way 1'd felt the first time Dan
brought it up.

Carter’ sthe first one to crack. “Like a pet chicken or...chicken, chicken?’

“Not apet.” | sigh. “Chicken he was cooking.”

“l thought you went out to dinner?’ Josie joined in, worry knitting her brows
together. “I can’t stop you from meeting these people at their houses, Mia, but | wish
you' d tell one of us ahead of time if that’s what’ s happening.”

Josie and | share our locations with each other because, well, we're women in
America who aren’'t stupid. Still, I know what she means about wanting a general
idea of where | am. You can't really watchfor anything strange if you don’'t think
there' s anything strange to watch out for.
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| swallow a large drink of my wine. “We did go out. We went to that new bar
downtown. It was redlly cool, good drinks. | didn’t hang around long enough to try
any of the food, but it all sounded good. We should all go one weekend.”

“That sounds great, but let’ s get back to the chicken. Because | can't let that go.”

“Ah, and that was Dan’s main problem aswell,” | tell Ronan. “He had dinner cooking
in a slow cooker back at home. He was concerned his chicken would either burn or
he'd burn his whole house down. He called or texted his roommate fifteen times to

check on said chicken.”

The way Bryce's brows knit together, then his head tilts like he's trying to solve a
hard puzzle, amost makes me laugh. “1 havesomany questions.”

| wave my hand, signaling him to ask away.

“First, the whole point of a slow cooker recipe is that you can walk away from it
while it cooks, and it’ll befine.”

“Dan thinks that’ s a conspiracy theory.”
The last of Bryce'sresolve shatters, and a snort of laughter comes out. “What?’
| grin over the lip of my wineglass. “Next question.”

“Fifteen text messages or phone calls in the, what, hour you were there?’ Carter asks.
“And you didn’t even eat?”’



“Forty minutes,” | correct. “Dan was twenty minutes late because he was worried
about his slow cooker. Then he took about twenty minutes telling me about his slow
cooker. We'd just ordered when | fled.”

“Is this real life?” Kat asks. “I feel like you' re messing with us. Did he even want
togo on this date?’

| nod. “He did. | asked him after the third phone call. He' d been looking forward to
our date all week. He even asked me out again after | told him | couldn’t do it.”

“You said no, right?’ | glare at Josie, who holds her hands up in surrender. “I’m just
checking! We have got to find a better way to vet these people.”

“Um, can | ask aquestion?’

| look toward Ronan, who I'd momentarily forgotten was here. “ Sure, go for it.”

“The guy was on a date with you, right?’ | nod. “Y ou were getting dinner together?’
Another nod. “Why the hell was he cooking dinner in his slow cooker then? Was he
meal-prepping for the week or for another date?’

“Very observant. You see, Dan wanted to get laid tonight. That was his ultimate goal.
No shame in that. The slow cooker chicken was either for us after we hooked up or
for his hookup buddy he had on standby if things with us didn’t go hisway.”

Ronan’ s face screws up in pure disgust. “Please tell me he didn’t tell you all that.”

“He did. Proudly,” | confirm. “He even asked me what position | prefer for my first
time with anew partner.”

Bryce chokes on the drink he'd just taken of his beer. Josie takes it from his hand



while Carter claps him on the back. When he finally regains control, he looks at me
with tearsin his eyes. “What thefuck, Mia?’

“Dating apps are scary as hell, Bryce. Everyone seems normal until you get them out
in the real world.”

“Then | think you should stop. Therapy mandated or not,” he argues.

| don’t have to look at Josie to know she’s nodding in agreement. I’ m sure the two of
them have their own plan for who | should endup with, especially since we' ve slowly
started to talk again, but that’s not happening. “Eh, I'll give it a few more shots. If
nothing else, it’s entertaining.”

“That’s not what this is supposed to be” Kat argues. “Don’'t you want to find
someone you want to be with?”’

“Well, it’s definitely not going to be Dan,” Ronan adds, saving me from answering a
guestion | didn't want to get into tonight. “Let’s leave him to his precious slow
cooker and order some pizzaso Miadoesn't starve.”

Bryce is aready pulling out his phone to order when | give Ronan a smile and
mouthed, “Thank you.” | get a nod and a small smile as he raises his beer bottle.
“Okay, what does everyone want?’

Ronan’s voice echoes off the mostly empty pool, yelling out some instruction to
Emmie. The sound bounces off the walls, but there's no anger behind them. No
harshness or sharp whistles that a lot of people attribute to coaches, especialy ones
who are trying to catch akid up. It’s solid instruction and gentle pushing.

Standing from the couch in the common area, | make my way over to the large
windows overlooking the pool. Ronan is leaning against the starting block, stopwatch



in hand, while Lezak is following Emmie down the length of the pool, offering
supportive barks and yips whenever she turns her head toward him to breathe. It
makes the corners of my lips tug up in asmile.

If someone had asked me all those years ago what | thought Ronan O’ Brien would be
doing after swimming, | would have never guessed this. | definitely wouldn't have
pictured him advocating vehemently to get a young woman on a team at no cost to
her, giving up his own time and money to help get her caught up with the rest of the
team. The man who stormed into Bryce's office two weeks ago had taken me by such
surprise, amost like he did when we were younger and his reputation was all anyone
saw.
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He was the classic rich boy who had things handed to him; that’s the problem so
many people had with him. But | never saw it that way. Sure, he comes from money,
and his parents love to put the spotlight on their elite professiona athlete son, but
something always felt off about it. He never seemed to spend a lot of time with his
family, choosing to train in California instead of staying close to them on the East
Coast. Any interview that involved his parents never involved him, and the classic
photos of parents congratulating their newly named Olympian child seemed forced.

| don’'t know where Ronan’s money is coming from, and it’s not any of my business,
but | also can't help wondering if his relationship with his parents has been fixed
enough to make Emmi€e’s scholarship happen. There's not aways a lot of money in
swimming, but for someone like him, there was. He took on sponsors, did modeling
on the side, and was a world-class swimmer with the medals, records, and titles to
prove it. If he managed his money and paired it with his parents helping him out, I'm
sure he’' d be more than capable of handling Emmie and hislifestyle.

Hell, maybe his parents are covering Emmie's training. They seemed to have
bankrolled most of his career, and I'm sure they’d love to have another shining
athlete to attach their name to.

As soon as the thought crosses my mind, | shake it away. The O’ Brien nameis big in
Massachusetts, his father taking on some multi-generational financial institution that
makes the rich richer. Despite the tension between parents and son that was always
obvious to me, the media never shied away from calling him out for being the spoiled
rich kid.

A sharp whistle pulls me from my thoughts and sends my gaze back to the pool.



Ronan is now squatting by its edge, demonstrating shoulder movement to Emmie,
who is watching with rapt attention.Even from here, | can see she's taking every
piece of advice and feedback he gives her to heart.

A shoulder bumps against mine before the person settles beside me. | don’t have to
look to know it's my best friend. “| was too hard on him the other day, wasn't |7’

“You mean when you told him he shouldn’t be allowed to coach children? Y eah,
Mia, you were.”

| turn to face my best friend, leaning against the window as | cross my arms. She
stares back at me, not saying a single word. Instead, she’'s waiting for me to talk,
wanting to see if | can offer up any kind of explanation for whatever’s been going on
between Ronan and me. But | can't. | don’'t want to talk. All | want to do is scream
into the void. And while that might make me feel momentarily better, | doubt it'd do
any good in the long run.

“Look, | don’t know what happened between the two of you and I’m not going to ask,
not again, but | do know what | see from the outside looking in.” Josie points toward
the window. “That man is confused as well. We all are. He can’t fix what he doesn’t
know. | don’t care about him, though, | care about you.”

“Don’'tlie.” | snort. “You care about everyone. Even when you shouldn’t.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She waves me off. “I’m too nice for my own good. You're right, | do
care about him because | don’'t want to see him hurt or anything. What | meant by
that is| care about you more and in a different way. Whatever happened between you
two happened almost a decade ago.”

“Eight years!” | protest, not wanting to think how old I’m about to be and definitely
not wanting to find away to speed up time.



“Close enough.” Josie laughs, which gets a smile out of me. “My point is, you have to
be tired of holding the grudge, Mia. What ifyou never saw him again? Were you
going to hold on to it forever? That would have been exhausting.”

Taking a sudden interest in my nails, | shrug. “I don’t know. | never thought that far.”

“Let it go. For your sake. I’'m not saying you need to forgive him or even start getting
along with him, but this anger is not doing you any good.”

Letting it go would mean letting my walls down again. And if | let my walls down
around him again, aren’t | just opening myself up to be hurt? Without the cover of the
grudge, I'll become vulnerable. This man was able to get through my defenses once
before. What would there be to stop him thistimeif | let it all go?

“l don’t want to get hurt again,” 1 admit to my best friend.

Reaching forward, she wraps me in a hug, and | sag against her. | should get her to
hug me more often. The simple gesture has always been good for grounding me,
reminding me that I’'m not alone in this big, scary world.

“Pain is a part of life, Mia,” she mutters, squeezing me tighter. “You know that as
well as| do. | can’t promise that you won't get hurt again, but | can promise you that
you'll never have to go through pain aone.” She pulls back to look me in the eye.
“1’m aways going to be here. That’s our promise to each other, right?’

With awatery smile, | nod. “Right.”

“Just promise me you'll think about it?’ | hesitate for a moment before nodding. She
grinsat me. “Great, that’s all | ask! Now, let’'sgo.”

| laugh at the sudden turn of events, Josie heads toward our office to gather her



things. “Go? Go where?’

“Kat’'s place,” she calls over her shoulder. “We're having a girl’s night! Bryce and
Carter are playing video games at my place. There'll be wine, snacks, and face
masks.”

“Well, if there' s going to be face masks.” | follow her into our office only to be hit in
the face with a stuffed narwhal Bryce got her as a joke. Laughing, | toss it back to
her. “Are you bringing your tarot cards or do we need to bring some of mine?’

Josie looks up from her bag with adly grin. “Now you’re talking.”

When | come back from changing in the bathroom, Katrina's living room is in
complete and utter chaos. There's a smorgasbord of food and drinks laid out on the
tables and ottoman, an assortment of facemasks and other beauty treatments are laid
out across the floor for perusal,Practical Magicis playing quietly on the TV, and |
think | might be in my happy place. I'm wearing a pair of my comfiest
pajamas—shorts and a T-shirt with atarot card and rolling pin pattern Josie had made
especialy for me—and | can’'t wait for anice, relaxing night with my girls.

Except Josie and Katrina are huddled over the masks while they talk quietly to one
another. Pouring myself a glass of sangria, | assume they’re discussing the masks
until 1 hear Ronan’s name. “Wait, what are you talking about?’

With a sheet mask in hand, Katrina moves onto one of the chairs while | take the
couch. “Oh, just talking about how good Ronan is with Emmie. All the kids, actually.
It's no wonder Operation Fly is such a success.”

Tilting my head, | stare at her in confusion. “What do those two things have to do
with each other?”



Josie tosses me a nourishing mask before taking the spot next to me, a bottle of nall
polish in her hands. *Y ou know Operation Fly? Ronan’ s organization.”
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The organization, I've heard of. It was just gaining traction when Josie and | stepped
back from the sport. Operation Fly was a charitable organization specifically aimed at
helping kids get access to the swim lessons and teams they wouldn’'t have otherwise.
Whether through local clubs or schools, the organization offers clinics, and
scholarships to get these young swimmers the chances they wouldn’t otherwise have.

She just needs a chance. A chance we can give her.

Ronan’s voice repeating those words are playing like a record in my mind. They
sounded familiar when he'd stood in Bryce's office saying them, asking us to give
Emmie a chance. | didn’t connect the dots before. Out of every Olympian we knew,
Ronan was the last one I’ d expect to be behind something like this.

“Ronan swam freestyle.” God, that was such a dumb thing to say because what he
swam and what he, apparently, named his organization doesn’t have to go hand-in-

hand.

“Maybe he named it that on purpose,” Josie says with a shrug, examining her nails
before bringing out afile.

| can’'t help but frown as my eyes follow her. How long has she known and not told
me?

And because she can read my mind, she frowns right back. “Did you not know?”’

“No! What could possibly make you think | knew that?’



“I thought you knew! You were the one who was aways doing research into stuff
like this—deciding what organizations we wanted to support. You've donated to
Operation Fly. | figured you knew and didn’t want to talk about it.”

“l did do research, but this never came up. There was nothing pointing this whole
nationwide thing to him.”

“You kind of have to go digging for it.” Both Josie and | turn to Kat. I'd almost
forgotten she was the one to bring this al up in thefirst place. “When Carter told me
about it, | got curious. | think | was on their website, clicking around, for almost an
hour before | even saw his name. Then it took even more digging to find out what his
actual tie to the organization is.”

Every single thing | was thinking back at the club an hour ago weighs heavily on my
heart. Everything | said to him the day he saw Emmie feels like a punch to my gut.
I’d been wrong. Not only had he gone on to do something amazing, but he also
fought hard to keep the credit from coming back to him. I’d been accusing him of
being someone so different when the truth was right in front of me all thistime.

Josie nudges my leg with her foot when I’ ve apparently been lost in thought for too
long. “Did you really not know?’

Staring down at the mask that’ s still in my hand, | shake my head. “1 had no idea.”

Kat doesn’'t hesitate to introduce comfort. “I don’t think he'll blame you for that, Mia
Especialy because he’'s worked hard to keep his name off of it. He wants to do
something good for the kids. During my deep dive, | also saw alot of photos of him
working directly with the kids. He's not just some president that funds the thing and
runs, he puts the work in.”

“Which is why Carter and Bryce fought so hard to get him here,” Josie explains.



“Ronan needed to make sure he could step away, which apparently, he can. He was
able to leave the day-to-day running to his vice president, Mel.”

| turn to look at Katrinawith pleading eyes. “Please tell me you have ice cream.”

Her eyes brighten as she jumps up, mask momentarily forgotten. “Oh, yeah, we got
ice cream. I'll be right back.”

“Hey,” Josie murmurs when she’'s sure Kat is out of earshot. “I want to remind you
that you knew Ronan. Once upon a time, weall knew him for who he is. Don't let
whatever bullshit reputation he allowed to be put out there influence you away from
that. | can promise you he's still the same guy he was back then, better even.”

“But what happened?’ | ask, frowning. “What made him disappear from the sport and
decide not to tell anyone about this?’

Josie shifts in her seat, which tells me a serious conversation is about to happen.
“We're best friends, and best friends tell each other the hard truth, right?’ | hesitate
before nodding. “Think about the last time you saw him, when everything changed,
whether it was warranted, or not. Think about how you treated him. If you were him,
would you want to reach out when you suddenly give up your whole world? Because
that’swhat Bryce tells meit feels like, especially when it’ s not your choice.”

“No,” I whisper. “1 wouldn't reach out to meif | were him, either.”
“I'm not saying you need to forgive him, Mia. That's your business. But stop
punishing yourself and him. If you can't forgive him, let the past go. It shouldn’t

matter anymore.”

But it does matter!l want to scream.It will always matter.Because I'm pretty sure
there will be some part of me that’s always in love with him, but hating the person



who broke your heart is aways easier than facing the pain. Ronan was my first taste
of someone wanting me exactly how | am, and he was also my first taste of being left
for not being enough.

“lI don’t know if | can let it go, Jos,” | admit. “I—I still don’t want to tell you about it,
but it was bad. It was the kind of hurt that you can’t bounce back from. When he says
he doesn’t know what happened, he’s not lying. Because...he doesn’t know the truth.
He doesn’'t know what | know.”

She squeezes my hand, and the look she's giving me is so damn sad and soft. Like
I’m a puppy in a shelter she's trying toconvince Bryce to adopt to complete their
small, child-free family. “Then don’t let it go for him; let it go for yourself. Don’t
carry this anger anymore, bestie. It’s not worth it. Y ou deserve more.”

“I"ve got ice cream!” Katrina dances into the room, showing off the various pints like
the prize they are. Something tells me she had stood back long enough for Josie and
me to wrap up our conversation. “Okay, Mia, what flavor do you want? | got you
salty caramel and double cookie dough.”

“Yes, please,” | reply, reaching my hand out for both pints. Laughing, Katrina hands
them over with a spoon before depositing the chocolate flavors to Josie and keeping
the fruity ones for herself. She collapses back in her spot. “Okay, who wants to talk
about how shitty men are?’

| pop the lid off the caramel ice cream. “Oh, please, you’ re both in amazingly healthy
and loving relationships.”

“Doesn’'t mean they don’t piss us off,” Kat replies. “ Josie, you're up first. Spill.”
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She thinks for a second, eating a spoonful of ice cream before her eyes light up. “Oh,
my god, Bryce started this new thing whenever he works out...”

And that’s how | spend the rest of my night, hearing my very happy friends talk shit
about their boyfriends. For the first time in a long time, | get to tell my own woes
from the world of dating apps. It amost feels like we're back in high school or
college with the whole world ahead of us. A movie about the power of sisterhood in
whatever form it takes plays in the background, and | realize how lucky | am to have
these ladiesin my corner.

Mia has been avoiding me more than usual. Which is saying something because her
normal level of avoidance is pretending like I’'m dead. But this is different, because
when she's not avoiding me, | keep finding her watching me with an unreadable ook
on her face, like I’'m a puzzle she's trying to solve. It's a look I've seen her make
before, but to have it directed at me specifically is unnerving.

“Is everything okay with Mia?’

Carter looks up from his stopwatch to glance over at where she’'s pointedly not
looking at me now and shrugs. “I think so. She's been normal with me.”

“Well, that’s not something | can measure up with, isit?’ He frowns at me. “Come
on, Carter, you know she hates me. Normal for you would be a miracle for me.”

“All 1 know is that she and Josie crashed at our house the other night for a girl’s
night. She was fine in the morning—maybe alittle quiet, but overall fine.”



Frowning, | glance back at Mia, only to find her no longer there, and looked back to
Carter. “All right, thanks, man.”

He nods, already turning his focus back to the stopwatch and the kids in the water
before | walk away. Emmie is supposed to be herein about half an hour for her next
private lesson, and | have some prep to do, anyway.

When | enter the lobby, Josie smiles at me, and | know she's probably the only
person with answers. “Hey, Josie.” | lean against the counter, grinning down at her.
“1s there anything going on with Mial should know about?’

Her smile falters and | worry she’s not going to tell me anything. Neither one of them
is ever willing to betray the other, which is something | find admirable, but don’'t see
how it could matter in this situation. It's not like she’d be betraying her trust too
badly.

Still, 1 don’'t want to force her to tell me something she’s not comfortable sharing. |
stand straighter. “Never mind. It’s not abig deal; | wasworried.”

“She didn’t know you are the founder and president of Operation Fly.” | lean back
against the counter, frowning sightly. “Kat and | were talking about it the other night
when we were hanging out. She overheard and asked about it. Honestly, | thought she
knew the whole time and didn’t want to talk about it because of whatever happened
between you two.”

There are alot of things Mia doesn’t know, but despite Bryce's comment when | first
saw Emmie, | didn’t think this was one of them. “ She really didn’t know?”’

“1 know, right?” Josie replies. “ She was aways the one doing research on things we
should support, and she dug deep, making sure it was something we believed in. The
only thing | can think of isthat it was gaining traction as we were making our exit.”



Or she somehow knew it was me behind it and chose not to support it. “Maybe.”

Josie must sense my uncertainty because she's shaking her head. “ She really didn't
know, Ronan. Trust me, Mia can keep alot ofthings concealed, but she cannot lie to
me when | ask her something. She has atell.”

“A tell?’ | don't want to use the information against Mia, but if | knew what her tell
was, | could figure out if she's being truthful about Omaha not being the real issue.
“What kind of tell?’

“Absolutely not.” And just like that, Josie was back to being the defensive best
friend. “1 am not telling you that. She considersit a sign of weakness.”

And the last thing Mia wants to do is let her guard down around me. “That’s fair.
Thanks for the information, Josie.”

Her grinisback in place. “No problem.”

Every time | talk to Josie, their friendship makes more and more sense to me. Mia's
seen as the badass who' s unafraid of anything, but there' s a spark of that in Josie, too.
The way she can bounce from a stone wall of protection to openly happy and warm
can be startling. She might be underestimated, but she can easily hold her own.

As I’'m heading up the stairs to my office, | pass Mia. She pointedly doesn’'t look at
me, which isn't surprising. The part of me that's always tempted to push her
buttons—see how long we can go before | push her too far—wants to make a
comment, but | refrain.

She comes to a stop a couple of steps ahead of me, hazel eyes narrowing in such a
glare that there’ s no green to be seen, only the thick dark ring surrounding it. “Let me
guess, Josie told you?”’



| slow to a stop, keeping a careful distance between us. “Told me what?’

“Don’t play innocent, Ronan. You know what I’ m talking about.”

“1 do, but | don’'t see why you’'re making a big deal out of it.” Maybe if | go easy on
her, it'll help ease the weird tension between us. “You didn’t know | run a national
charity, and now you do. It’ snot that big of a deal. | made sure to keep my name out
of it as much as possible.”

“But that’s what | don’t get,” she snaps. “I know you, Ronan, you love the spotlight.
Why wouldn’t you want your name all over it?’

Something in me snaps—something that’'s been brewing from the moment | walked
into this place. “Youdoknow me, Mia You're choosing to pretend you don’t by
parroting the bullshit the media spread about me. Every media outlet but you.”

“Well, I’ve learned I’'m blind to people sometimes.” She crosses her arms over her
chest and in the V-neck maroon T-shirt she's wearing, it's hard to ignore the way it
accentuates her breasts. | fight to keep my gaze from drifting down, but | can’t stop
the quick peek, which makes a shriek leave Mia's mouth. “Are you shitting me right
now, Ronan?’
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“I'm sorry!” | say immediately, hands up in a defensive manner. It doesn’t matter
how attracted | still am to her, | shouldn’'t have objectified her like that. “I didn’t
mean to!”

“All you care about is the way a woman looks. And even then, it varies in the
moment. What you wanted one day could be the next day’ s trash.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?’ | drop my hands, my anger rising. “Y ou know
that’ s not true!”

“No, | thought that wasn't true, but then the real you came out and | realized | was
tricked.”

* S0 thisisabout what happened in Omahal”

She flinches away from me, and | really wish Josie had told me what her tell is
because that right there tells me I'm right. “Stop bringing up Omaha! It has nothing to
do with Omahal | don’'t want to be around you anymore.” She closes the distance
between us, pushing me out of the way. “Why can’t you get—"

What happens next happens so quickly it'll probably aways be a blur in my mind.
She hits the edge of the stair wrong and tumbles. | reach out to catch her before she
goes down. Then, it's like we're in our early twenties again. Mia, in my arms, my
gaze locked with the most beautiful hazel eyes |’ ve ever seen, and everything shifts.

Those kids had no idea what was about to happen to them. They had no idea how
many times their hearts would break and stubbornly come back together. They had no



idea they would end up here, hating one another for something only one of them is
aware of. Those kids—

The angle is awkward when Mia reaches around my neck and yanks me down into a
heated kiss. | freeze for the briefest second, the reality of what’s happening coming
into focus.

But then | move my hands on the small of her back. | gently pull her up until we're
both standing. | can feel her start to pull away, but | can’t let that happen. | can’t lose
this moment. | pull her closer, taking control of the kiss. | feel her melt against me.

Maybe we stand there for seconds or years, but it's a connection | don’t want to lose.
Having her in my arms makes me feel like I’ m standing in the eye of a hurricane as it
all crashes around me. Everything outside of usis chaos, but we are beautifully still.

The moment Mia realizes what she's doing is evident. Every part of her tensesin my
arms, and | immediately loosen my grip to make sure she knows she can pull away.

She allows herself another second, and in that second, | feel nothing but hope.

That hope shatters when she pushes me back against the railing. Our lips separate and
both of us breathe heavily.

Her glareis back. “We are never doing that again. Do you understand me?”’

| hold my hands up in surrender. “Y ou kissed me.”

“Neveragain.”

She jogs down the rest of the stairs, swinging the exit door open, and letting it Slam

shut. In the middle of an empty stairwell, I'm left in stunned silence. | press a finger
against my lip, the ghost of her lips still pressed against mine.



| make the decision then and there to do whatever | can to fix this.

Because if | fix it, then there’'sachanceit’ll happen again. And again. And again.

“I"'m coming!” | call out to whoever is on the other side of my door, knocking away.
Lezak is happily trotting along at my heels. | pull the door open to see Bryce standing
on the other end. My brow arches. “Hey, man, what are you doing here?’

Bryce holds up a six-pack of beer, looking like a sad puppy. “I’m officially pathetic,
man. My girlfriend is hanging out with her best friend, and my best friend is hanging
out with his girlfriend.”

| step back, opening the door wider. “Wow, I’m not even the second choice.”

Bryce steps into the house, handing me a beer out of the pack before heading straight
for the couch. Lezak has found a new person to shadow. Neither one of us says
anything, but | follow him, collapsing onto the couch beside him.

Twisting the cap off his bottle, he raises a brow at the one | set on the table. “Are we
not drinking tonight?’

“You can go for it,” | tell him, shifting the placement of my leg. “I took some
painkillers earlier; my leg was acting up. | can drink on them, but it never ends well. |
can drive you home if you need to drink more than one.”

Bryce shrugs, taking a long pull from the bottle. If this was anyone else, the silence
would make me uncomfortable, like something horrible had happened and he was
waiting for the right moment to tell me. But thisis Bryce, and the two of us grew alot
closer after | got hurt. We spent a lot of time in total silence; he was too stubborn to
leave me alone, and | was too stubborn to let him in. I’'m not sure what | would have
done without him in those early months.



“You're doing great with Emmie, man,” he finally says. “I haven't had a chance to
tell you that, but I’ve noticed. The extra lessons are helping her catch up, but she's
blended seamlessly into the team, too.”

“Thanks.” | nod. “She's a hell of an athlete. Just needed someone to recognize it.
Plus, I’'m always going to love having the opportunity to tell you | told you so.”

He laughs, his gaze locked onto the bottle in his hand. “I’ll gladly hear it as long as
you stick around to say it.”

The beer on the table in front of me was starting to look more appealing. “What do
you mean by that?’
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Sighing, he turns to face me. “Do you know why Carter and | asked you to come out
here?’

“Because you needed another coach so you could handle the business.”

“Yeah, but that's not the whole reason. We could have hired anyone, but we
specifically sought you out, even though we knew we couldn’t afford you.”

This conversation is getting dangerously serious and I’'m not about to cry over beers
with a kid who has always been like a younger brother to me. “And you knew I'd
show up for you guys.”

“Of course, but showing up, and sticking around are two different things.” Fuck, he's
too perceptive for his own good. “Iknow you’ve only been out here for a couple of
months, but I'm beginning to worry you don’'t see this position in your long-term
plans.”

Y up, definitely not going where | want it to go. | reach for the beer with a shrug. He's
tracking my movements. “You know me, Clark. | never stay in one place for too
long.”

His frown deepens. “That’s what I'm worried about, O’'Brien. Don’t you ever get
tired of it? Not having a place to call your own?’

Someone once told me that you don’t realize you're lonely until you learn you're
alone. For better or worse, coming to Columbia proved that to be true. I'm suddenly
on the outskirts of a group of people I’d once been a part of. We've al grown, we've



al changed, but we're still the same in other ways. Except now I'm on the outside
looking in. They found one another again without me because | was too busy running

away.

And now I'm here, wanting to bring back what once was. I'm here forming a
connection with a young athlete who | could see making it all the way to the
Olympics, which iswhy | never let myself get close to any of the kids in Operation
Fly. Yes, | trained them, but | wasn't their only coach. | was, once again, on the
outside.

Bryce considers his words before saying, “I said something to you a long time ago,
and it stuck with me. It's always been replaying in the back of my mind, and | want to
say it to you again. | want you to hear me, really hear me, like you did before.”

A long time ago...Shit, there were a lot of things he said to me back then that he
could be bringing up now. And most of them are things | don’t know if I’'m in the
mental position to hear again, even if | should. Maybe especidly if | should.

| default to humor, like I always do.

“Quoting yourself and bragging about it? Damn, Clark, maybe you should have been
the one with the asshole label.” The look on his face says it al. | let out a sigh. “All
right, lay it on me.”

“Don’t get so caught up in your own shit that you miss when life gives you another
chance.”

That was the one | didn't want to hear. Those words back then...they meant
something different than they do now. They meant the difference between giving up
on myself and pushing harder. They were said to me when he was one of the few
people who were there for me, in the darkest moment of my life. When my parents



didn’t even have the decency to show up or check in on me. That sentence got me to
where | am today.

And now he's giving it back to me again.

“It'snot the same,” | insist. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes against my will. I’ve
cried in front of Bryce more times than | can ever count, but right now, it's the last
thing | want to be doing. “Back then, it was different.”

“Is it that different, though? Come on, Ronan, you're running from your fears, just
like you were back then.” | angrily wipe at the corner of my eye. “I’'m not trying to
make you upset, dude, but Carter and | wanted you here because we know what you
can do. You were our team captain in 2016 and in other international meets. Y ou
have this magnetic personality that motivates people and makes them see what
they’re capable of. | don’'t understand why you don’'t seeit for yourself.”

It's frightening when someone sees everything you wish you could see in yourself.
It's unnerving when they call it out and try to prove you deserve more, or at the very
least, deserve to give yourself a break. That's something I’ve never been good at:
giving myself a break. If | wasn't swimming perfectly, | was hard on mysalf. If |
wasn’'t swimming perfectly, it meant | was a disappointment to my family. | didn’t let
myself get close or be real with anyone out of fear of ruining my career.

Until 1 met Josie and Mia and got closer to Bryce and Carter, that is. They were the
first group of people who proved to me | can let people in without it being a
distraction. Without it negatively impacting my career. | stopped caring about being
the perfect athlete my parents wanted. | let myself love the sport again, only to have it
taken from me.

“Haveyou...” Bryce clears his throat. “Have you told Mia anything?’



“She just found out about Operation Fly, man.” The thought of telling her about this
cloud lingering over my head—the seconds that changed everything—makes my
palms sweat. The urge to run clouds my mind. “I don’t want her to pity me.”

“Mia Sheridan has never pitied someone a day in her life, not the way you're scared
of. Just...consider it. Consider telling her. Consider sticking this out. Consider seeing
what this chance holds.” Bryce pauses before adding, “But if you do decide to take
off, at least give me some warning, yeah?’

“Yeah, | will,” | promise. It'sthe least | can do, especially when I’'m not ready to face
the other things. When | don’t know if | can promise him I’ [l stick this out.

Silence settles once more. | stare down at the unopened beer in my hand, knowing I’ll
regret it if | drink it, and set it back down on the table. | reach for the remote instead.

“There has to be some kind of sport on TV, man.”

With a laugh, Bryce settles back in his seat. “When | left, a riveting game of
shuffleboard was starting.”

| snort and scroll through the channels in the hopes of finding something better.
“They’ll televise that, but not a non-Olympic swim meet. | see how it is.”

“ Stop fighting the media, Ronan.”

“Never.” | settle on abaseball game and silence falls again.

“Are you coming over for dinner tonight?’ | glance up at Bryce and he lets out along
sigh. “We're having everyone over. Josie sent out atext.”



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:44 am

A quick glance at my phone confirms | did get a group message. Kat had already
confirmed for both of them, Bryce made a stupid joke about already living there.
Besides myself, Ronan was the only one who hadn’t answered. “Is Ronan going to be
there?’

| know I’'m not being fair to my friends by pushing them away in an effort to avoid
Ronan, but what other choice do | have? The more we're around one another, the
greater the chance of the past coming up. I’ve kept it al quiet for this long; I'm not
dlipping up now.

He frowns at me. “You know he will.”

“Then you know | won't be.”

“Are you going to make me tell your best friend, or can you be the one to disappoint
her? Again.”

“Okay, ouch.” | frown. “But I'll tell her.”

“This is getting old, Mia,” Bryce complains. “You need to find a way to let go of
whatever happened. Both of you. He' s not going anywhere.”

“Y ou know, | miss when you were still scared of me.”
“I"'m still scared shitless of you.” The admission makes me smile—at least | haven't

completely lost my edge. “But I'm also your friend and | know something happened.
We all know it. The two of you got along, until you didn’t.”



Dread pools in the pit of my stomach. He's calling out my lie, and he's probably able
to pinpoint exactly when the shift happened. | need to get away from this
conversation. Mature, observant Bryce, istoo good at figuring things out.

“You need to stop listening to your girlfriend, Bryce.” The words taste bitter on my
tongue. “Nothing dramatic happened. Things change. People change.”

But he's not about to let it go. “What changed? Did he say or do something? If thisis
going to be areal probl—"

“It'snot aproblem at all, Bryce. I’m capable of being professional around him.”

He's not convinced. | can see it written al over hisface. “I have no doubt about your
professionalism, but | still think the two of you need to work this out. Whatever
happened, communication is atwo-way street.”

| bite back a sarcastic reply about therapy really working for him, because it’s a low
blow. Sarcasm has always been my shield—a way to hide my real feelings from the
rest of the world—but | don’'t need to project that onto Bryce. Especially when he's
been working hard at things in his own life, and the life he shares with Josie. | refuse
to poke fun at that to protect myself from my own insecurities.

| pull my bag onto my shoulder, facing my friend. “We'll figure it out. It just might
take some time.”

He nods. “Just...let me know if you need anything.”

“Of course,” | assure him. “ The same goes for you, you know?’

| can see how uncomfortable the turn in the conversation has made him. A faint blush
coats his cheeks and he' srefusing to look at me. “Uh, yeah, sure. Thanks.”



There's been something slightly off about him for a couple of weeks now. Nothing
that makes me worried about him and Josie, but he’'s seemed lost in his own head. If
there was something to worry about, Carter would know. And if Carter knew, I'd
know. He has no problem calling Bryce out for being a dumbass.

So, for today, | continue to take pity on him. “I'm sure I'll see you sometime this
weekend. Have a good night, Bryce.”

“Yeah. You, too.”

On my way out, | stop by my office to grab the rest of my stuff. In atrue testament to
our friendship, though, Josie and | have somehow managed to balance our different
aesthetics and put together a cohesive space that works well for the small space. It
makes me smile every time | step through the door, like it’s real, tangible proof of our
friendship.

It only takes me a couple of minutes to pack the rest of my stuff into my tote bag, but
| quickly realize my water bottle is missing. The last place I'd had it was on the pool
deck while | was taking some photos. Bryce had wanted to talk to me about
marketing for an upcoming team fundraiser. Somehow, that conversation moved to
his office and turned into a full-blown meeting. Apparently, | hadn’t remembered to
grab the bottle.

| glance at the window overlooking the main pool and can barely make out Ronan,
pacing the length of the pool while Emmie does afreestyle lap. Crap.

| don't want to see Ronan right now. I've been doing my best to avoid
him—especially since he got what he wanted and humbled me at the same time. |

loathe his ability to do that.

For amoment, | consider leaving it there and getting it in the morning, but that would



just make things worse. He knows it’s mine, the cute stickers done in the colors of the
pan flag that cover it isadead giveaway. If | don’t get it now, he'll give me shit about
it tomorrow.

It'd be ridiculous to endure his taunting about how | hate him so much | can’t get my
water bottle. And, even worse, he'd be right.

With a groan, | gather the last of my things and trudge down the stairs. Ronan is
sitting on the lowest bleacher now, elbows resting on his knees, stopwatch dangling
from his neck, eyes trained on the water.

He barely glances away from his swimmer as he holds the water bottle out to me. |
rapidly close the distance, taking it with a mumbled, “Thanks.” My eyes drift over to
the pool, watching Emmie cover a couple of meters.
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A frown pulls a my lips. “Her elbow should be higher.” The words come tumbling
out of my mouth before | can stop them. Instantly, | want to take them back. I’m not
her coach, and freestyle has never been my specialty.

“Thanks for the tip, but I think | know what I'm doing.”

The apology dies on my lips. “Right, of course you do. The Olympian who ran away
when he got caught doping, such a good role model for her.”

His gaze snaps up to meet mine with narrowed eyes. “Is that really what you think
happened?’

Of course | don't. | didn't believe it then, and | don’t believe it now. When no one
wantsto tell you the truth, what other choice do you have?

| shrug. “It'swhat everyone was saying.”
“Didn’t think you listened to everyone.”

The dismissiveness of his tone—the way he sounds utterly disappointed in me—hits
me with a force so chill, | want to hide from it. | refuse to do that, though. “Well,
what am | supposed to think when you fall off the face of the earth and rumors are all
| have to go off of 7’

He's as quick with his comeback. “Y ou could have asked Bryce, or, you know, texted
me? Remember, | wasn’t the one who stopped talking first, Mia. Y ou were mad at me
long before this happened.”



| groan, ready to stomp my foot like a child. “You know what, Ronan? Forget it. I'm
not getting into this with you right now.”

I’d only taken about four steps away when he spoke again. “1 was in an accident.”

| stop mid-step, frozen in time as the words sink in.Accident. Why hadn’t Bryce or
Carter told me?

Right, because | never gave them the chance.

| turn to face him. His gaze is still locked on Emmie, but he keeps talking. “I denied
the drug test because | already knew | wasn't going to come back from this.”

He stretches out hisright leg, sSlowly. Little things I’ ve noticed over the last couple of
weeks start to add up in my mind. The evenings when his movements have been a
little stiffer, or the times he'd need to sit for a bit, and the way | often caught him
doing stretches in the middle of the day. Chronic pain from an injury he got from an
accident.

How have | not noticed before now?

| bite back the sob that’s caught in my throat, finding it hard to wrap my mind around
how horrible I’ ve been. “What happened?’

His shrug is casual, so flippant. “I was at a party, had too much to drink. | did the
right thing and got an Uber. The guy who ran the red light going almost seventy in a
thirty-five didn’t make the right decision, though.”

The dlight sob escapes. Ronan doesn’t pull his gaze from the pool. “ Ronan—"

“The drunk driver walked away with only a broken arm and a concussion,” he



continues, a haunted shadow filling his features. “The driver of the car | wasin died
on impact. | wasin pretty bad shape, too.”

Visions of Ronan lying in a hospital bed, looking smaller than I’ ve ever seen this man
look, flashed through my mind. | hate them. | want to banish them all from my
thoughts, but something tells me I’ [l never be able to. Not now; not after everything.

“1 was still on pretty heavy pain medications when the drug test came up. | knew |
wouldn’t pass it. | also knew I'd never get back in the pool the same way, so |
announced my retirement.”

It doesn’'t make sense, though. Why he let all those rumors fly, why he let so many
people think he was leaving behind the sport he loves because he was doping.

“Why didn’t you tell me?’ The question stumbles out of my mouth before | can stop
it. “We defended you until your silence became too much.”

He' s quiet for a couple of seconds. | instantly hate the way that question sounded as it
came out. When he finally looks at me, there’'s so much sadness in his eyes that my
heart clenches yet again. “Why would | tell you, Mia? You'd already decided |
wasn’'t worth your time. | never asked you to defend me—you could have gone with
the story everyone else was using.”

A frustrated sigh comes out. “Because, Ronan, you didn't deserve to go out like
that!”

“Yet | deserved to be completely ignored and cast aside without an explanation.” A
harsh sting races down my spine; the words hitting me with aforce | didn’t know was

possible. “I knew what | was doing, Mia.”

Swallowing back my tears, | take atentative step toward him. “Ronan, ' m—"



He holds up his hand. “There's nothing to apologize for, Mia. The past is the past.
Neither of us can change them, but | want you to remember, you don’'t get to be the
only victim here.”

Ronan is dismissing me.
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| want to fight back, argue that he somehow deliberately kept this information from
me, but he' sright. | was the one who forced him to keep stuff like thisfrom me. | was
the one who wouldn’t answer his texts or social media messages. | was the one who,
for the remainder of that trip to Indianapolis, would walk the other way whenever |
saw him approaching.

If | had talked to him all those years ago, maybe things would be different between us
now. Maybe | wouldn’'t be finding out about an accident that amost took his life
years after the fact. Maybe | would have been there to support him throughout the
recovery instead of seeing the effects that still linger.

And maybe...maybe the two of us would have been something more. Maybe we'd at
least be friends. There are a whole bunch of maybes in there that | will never know
the answer to and the only person to blame for that is myself.

“1 need to focus on Emmie.” Ronan’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. When | ook
at him, he's still not looking at me. “We can talk about this some other time, if you
want, but not today.”

Another dismissal.

“Yeah, right, of course.”

This time, | listen and turn to walk back down the length of the pool to head out. |
peek back at him over my shoulder, but he's pointedly not looking at me each time.

Clenched jaw, narrowed eyes, and stiff posture al focus in on the pool. Guilt rises
from the pitof my stomach. | shouldn’t have pushed him to share something he



obviously wasn't ready to share.

This information doesn’'t magically fix what happened between us back in
Indianapolis, but it does answer a lot of my questions. Questions | probably don’'t
deserve to know the answer to after the way |’ ve treated him.

Mostly, I’'m angry at myself for letting one bad experience cloud my judgment to this
extent. Just because | knew we'd never work out doesn't mean | should have
immediately assumed he was cheating based solely on rumors and his silence. | have
to do something to make things at least alittle right between us.

I’m standing in front of Ronan’s condo the next afternoon. It’s exactly what | thought
it'"d look like; al natural colors and sleek, clean lines before | even step through the
door. It screams rich bachelor pad. It's some place | would normally feel completely
out of place in, but my own guilt, and kindness had won out. | need to make things
right between us—at least in terms of his retirement and my feelings around that.

Yesterday | caught a glimpse of the Ronan | knew, and | want to acknowledge that
man and all the things he' s gone through. Part of me knows that, deep down, he's still
the guy everyone warned me about, and that’ s the side | can stay mad at.

Because there's dtill this huge thing between us. Although we're ignoring it. Our
relationship will never be the same—»but the reaction to his sudden retirement is on
me. | could have asked Bryce or Carter for further information. | never took the time
to reach out to him, either, too worried the past would be brought up. I'm thereason |
didn’t know about the accident because he didn’t owe me an explanation.

| let everyone else get inside my head. Let a reputation replace a part of him | knew
in my heart—

The door swings open to reveal Ronan standing in the doorway, a wave of shock



running straight down my spine. Suddenly, I’'m back in Charlotte, North Carolina ten
years ago and this man had caught me in his arms. He looks so much like the Ronan |
knew back then—shirtless, Olympic rings tattoo visible on his forearm, swesats low
on his hips, dark hair adamp mess, and green eyes that look straight into my soul.

“What are you doing here?’

It's not asked in a harsh or unwelcoming tone, which | deserve. Instead, it shows his
surprise. While he' s not mad to see me on his doorstep, he' s hesitant about why | am.

My eyes flick from the tattoo that flexes as his grip on the door shifts and focus on
those eyes. The eyes that make me feel like I’'m floating in a cam pool every time
|—Focus, Mia. “I made you bread.”

His brow arches as | awkwardly hold the pan out to him. He presses his lips into a
thin line, like he's fighting to keep in a laugh. My cheeks are aflame; he makes no
move to take it. “ Glad to see the baking stuck.”

Y et again, Ronan is blowing my mind by remembering the smallest detail about me.
Baking has always been an outlet, but | never had the chance to actually share that
with him. We'd talked on the phone several times while | was baking and told him
my favorite recipes, but thisis different. And | think we both know it.

| grin smugly up at him. “And I’ ve gotten better. Trust me, you don’t want to turn this
down.”

“And you didn’t poison it?’

Now it's my turn to laugh, which seems to help him relax dightly. “Do you think I'd
tell you if | did?’



“Good point.” He stares down at me, eyes narrowing like he’ s trying to figure me out.
| wonder if he's trying to find the girl he knew, the one who hadn’t been hardened
with heartbreak and disappointment. Does he miss that girl? Sometimes | do. He
opens the door wider. “Well, come in. Someone has to help me eat it and it can’'t be
Lezak.”

He doesn’t wait for a response before turning and heading back into the condo,
leaving the door open behind him. | only hesitate for a second before | follow him,
shutting the door with a soft click, and toeing my sandals off right inside the
entryway. Ronan’s 6'6” height allows him to move much quicker than me. | manage
to catch up quickly and step into alarge, open concept kitchen.

My jaw drops open.

This kitchen is wasted on someone like Ronan, at least the version of him | knew. |
would kill for a space like this, even if the overall dlick, shiny bachelor style is not
something I’'m into. Still, it'd only take a couple of cosmetic upgrades to make this
the kitchen of my dreams. Before | know it, I'm lost in the daydream of al the dishes
| could create here—baking or cooking. | can envision the house parties | could host
and the holidays a space like this would allow for. Except, this will never be my
space and the man in the room with me will never be the one | share such memories
with.

“What kind of bread isit?”’

| startle at his voice, having momentarily forgotten he was there. | set the pan down
on the spacious island. “ Cinnamon swirl.”

He sets two small plates on the counter before handing me a knife. “Y ou should do
the honor of cutting it. Can | get you something to drink? | can do iced coffee.”



|cedcoffee. He remembers my hatred for hot drinks and is willing to make me
something specific. At least there’ s hope we can talk through this part. The rest of it,
though, will take longer. | smile at him. “1’d appreciate that.”
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“Damn, is that a genuine Mia Sheridan smile I’ ve been graced with?’ He' s teasing as
he turns to a fancy coffee machine and starts pressing a bunch of buttons. “Please tell
me that’s not out of pity from what | told you yesterday because, if it is, I’'m making
you a hot coffee.”

“No, it's nothing like that.” | lean against the island to watch him work. “Just...the
small things you remember kind of amaze me.”

He gives me a skeptical ook over his shoulder and shrugs. “I like knowing things
about the people | care about.”

“You don't care about me, Ronan,” | challenge. “We haven’'t seen one another in
years.”

“Doesn’'t mean | ever stopped caring.” He keeps his back to me when he says that,
focusing on the task at hand, so | focus on the one | was given. A couple of minutes
later, he sets two iced coffees on the counter and | hand him a plate. He takes one bite
and lets out a loud, borderline sexual groan that has my eyes widening and cheeks
flushing. “Holy shit, Mia. | knew you were good, but not this good.”

Flushing even more, | duck my head and focus on nibbling on my own piece. He has
apoint, though. Thisis damn good if | do say so myself.

A few bites later, Ronan is reaching for his coffee when he speaks again. “All right,
out with it. | know you’ re here because of what happened yesterday. Let’'s get it over
with.”



| set my fork down on the edge of my plate to take a sip of my own coffee. Now it
was my turn to melt because this was the best iced coffee I've had in a while. The
small smile Ronan tries to hide isenough to help me find my voice. “I’'m not here
because | feel sorry for you, Ronan. I’m here because I'm mad at myself.”

He shifts from one foot to the other, looking at me out of the corner of his eye. “But
why are you mad at yourself?’

“Because | let the stupid media get to me. | was so mad about everything else that had
happened. | listened to the rumors when you didn’t reach out to me.”

“To be fair, | was a little busy,” he replies. “I also didn’t think you'd want to hear
from me since every other message after Indianapolis went unanswered. Y ou made it
pretty damn hard for me to reach out.”

“1 know | did, and that’s not something | can change, but | am sorry.” | don’t know
what would have happened if | kept some kind of communication open between
Ronan and I, but at least | would have known. “Did | miss something, though?
Because no one knew what happened and | never remember seeing anything on the
news about an Olympian being involved in a car accident.”

Ronan picks at the bread on his plate. “My parents didn’t want that kind of attention
on me, especialy since we didn’t know what it meant for my career. They made the
story go away.”

That’s not nearly as surprising as it probably should have been, but | still can’t help
but ask. “So they were supportive through the healing process? Your parents, |
mean.”

“God, no.” The dry, choked laugh he let out breaks my heart. “1 didn’t expect them to
be. They hired every nurse and physical therapist | needed, but they weren't there for



me at al. | wasn't in a great place after the accident; there was a lot of survivor's
guilt, and | was mad about losing swimming. Swimming was the last hope | had of
ever having anormal relationship with my parents.”

| could picture it, and | hated the mental image so much. Ronan doing the bare
minimum to survive, ignoring advice and guidance from his doctors, drowning in the
guilt of survival every second.

“What...” The question dies on my lips, not wanting to ask it. Not knowing how to
ask it correctly.

“What got me back on track?” Of course, he knew what | was trying to get at. “You
won't believe meif | saidit.”

| match the small grin he gives me with one of my own. “Try me.”

He pauses for a moment, staring me down like he's trying to figure out what my
reaction would be. “Did you know Bryce Clark is one stubborn asshole?’

My jaw drops open. “No way.”

Ronan nods with a light laugh. “He flew out to California whenever he
could—always made a point to be around when my physical therapist was there.
When he found out there was no physical reason for me to not be waking on my
own, helost his shit, and gave me the tough love | needed. He reminded me that there
was more to live for and refusing to do it was an insult to the person who didn’'t walk
away from the crash.”

Ronan clears his throat, combing his fingers through his dark hair. “The worst part is
he was right then and is still right now. There are so many people out there who never
get a second chance, not like this. Why would | waste it? And you know what? If



there had never been a chance | would walk again—if | never got better in that
way—my life wasn't over. And Bryce would have been there to remind me of that,

too.

In the year after Ronan retired, there were meets Bryce didn’'t attend. Huge
opportunities for the national team that he, and sometimes Carter, were absent from.
When Josie or | asked about them, the team brushed us off, saying they had to take
care of somethingpersonal. It was Ronan. Bryce stepped up to offer the support
Ronan needed when his own family failed him.

“Does Josie know?”

Mouth full, Ronan shrugs. “I’m not sure what she knows. Between your reaction and
the overall way she treats me, | don’t think she knows. Which is something | need to
talk to him about; | don’t want any more secrets.”

“The way she treats you? Are you referring to the way my empathetic best friend’s
eyes well up like a puppy whenever someone gets so much as a paper cut?’

He grins around his fork, nodding. “Y up. Imagine what she would do if she saw the
scar on my hip and leg.”

| laugh lightly, but my eyes dart to where | suspect the scar to be. If he notices the
movement, he doesn’t say anything. “But you’ re okay now, right?’

“Aside from chronic pain and a total shift in life, I'm good,” he promises me.
“Therapy has helped alot. Both with dealing with my accident and everything else.” |
nod, chewing on my lip. That he notices. “Come on, Mia. You can't offend me. Ask
me whatever you want to know.”
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That’s a pretty dangerous request because | have alot of questions, but | don’t want
to make him talk about this more than he should. “I’m assuming it was some kind of
acrushinjury in the leg?’

“Yeah, the car rolled a couple of times, and | was pinned beneath it when the fire
department got there. They took me right into surgery to repair the leg, but they
weren't sure they could save it. | don’t remember the days after the surgery. | have
the nerve damage mostly under control between therapy and occasional medications,
but the pain flares up still. Thankfully, no complications came from the surgery or
injury itself. | was in bad shape, though. Bryce told mehe wouldn’t have known it
was me if he hadn’t demanded answers from my parents when he couldn’t get ahold
of me.”

“Okay, now that | can picture.” | grin at him, taking another sip of coffee.

There's a small, fond smile on his face. It amazes me to see him look back on
something traumatic in that light. To pull the positive memories from the negative
ones. He could be angry, he could rage against the world and his parents, but instead
he' s chosen to move forward.

“And is this what made you start Operation Fly?’ | ask, wanting to know everything.
In a matter of hours, | went from not wanting to say a single word to him to needing
to keep talking to him despite this cloud still looming over us.

“Kind of.” He reaches for the bread pan and cuts us both another slice without even
asking. Which isfine. | would have gone for my own once he was done. “ The driver
of the car | wasin was a single dad; his kid went to his grandmother. | couldn’t attend



the funeral, but | made a sizable donation to the family to cover the costs and help get
the kid settled into his new life more. | sent a card with my cell number and told them
to let me know if they ever needed anything. About a year after the accident, | got a
call from the grandmother. She wanted her grandson to learn how to swim, but
couldn't afford the lessons. She knew who | was and asked if | knew of any
community effortsto get him lessons for free.”

“If you tell me you taught that little boy how to swim, | am going to cry.” The tears
are already stinging the corners of my eyes. His cheeks flushed pink. “Oh, my god,
Ronan.”

“He was a good kid,” he explains, like this one little gesture didn’t do something
amazing for that kid. And lead to something bigger. “Plus, we al gotta start
somewhere, right?’

“You're agood man, Ronan,” | tell him, the truth slipping out before | can stop it. “I
know | don't always act like | believeit, but it’strue.”

Ronan gives me a tighter smile. The reality that there's still something between us
comes creeping back in. “1 think | call this progress. What about you?’

“We'll go with progress because there's no way I’'m leaving until we eat at least half
of this.”

| end up staying another hour, but the conversation never got as personal asit started.
We talk about the club, Operation Fly, and Lezak, who, after waking up from a nap,
decides | need to play with him. Which has the two of us running around Ronan’s
living room and earns me several laughs from Ronan. | don’t pull out my phone until
I’m walking back to my car, Ronan’s door quietly closing behind me. New tears sting

my eyes as | type a message.



Thank you for being the stubborn asshole you are.

Bryce' sreply isinstant.

Bryce: He told you then?

He did.

I'll fill Josie in tonight, then.

How are you doing? | know it'salot.

| don't know yet.

Josie is gitting at the picnic table outside the door when | arrive at Adair bright and
early Monday morning. And | immediately have an answer to one of Mia's
guestions—Josie didn’t know about the accident before, but she definitely knows
now.

| stop at the bench she's sitting at with a raised eyebrow. “Did you lose your key or
something?’ Biting her lip, she shakes her head. “If there' s a snake or something in
there, Josie, you need to call Bryce because | don’t fuck with snakes.”

That at least earns me a small giggle, but then she's setting a cup of coffee on the

table and a bag with something that smells delicious next to it. She pushes it toward
me. | drop my bag on the ground and slowly lower myself onto the bench. “So he told

you.

“1 wish | would have known before,” she admits while | unwrap my sandwich. “Y ou
don’t have to worry. I’'m not going to cry. | did that to Bryce over the weekend.”



| pause before | take a bite of my sandwich. “Are you sure? Y ou were looking pretty
cow-eyed when | walked up.”

Sherolls her eyes, fiddling with a strand of her auburn hair. “I promise.”

“You didn’t have to do this, Josie. Y ou don’'t owe me or anything like that,” | tell her
as | reach for my coffee.

Her smileis bright, nearly blinding. “I know, but | want to remind you that you don’t
have to do anything alone anymore. I'm sorry your parents suck. Y ou and Kat could
talk about crappy dads together. I'm sorry you felt like no one was there back then,
but | want you to know we're here now. All of us.”

WEell, shit. | chew the bite of my sandwich, not trusting myself to say anything in
response to that right away. “I’m assuming Bryce told you about his part in the whole
thing.”

“He did.” She sighs. “But of course | think he downplayed it. He told me he did what
he had to do, but | was talking to Mia about it, and we think he wasn’t telling us the
whole truth. There were alot of unexplained absencesin that timeframe.”

“You talked to Mia about it?’ | ask, surprised to have her telling me anything about
herself.
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Her gaze softens. “ She feels guilty, Ronan. We both do. She's happy you finally told
her, which led to me finding out, but there’'s still guilt there. We don’'t see you any
differently or anything like that. We have to come to terms with someone we care
about being in that much pain, even if it was years ago.”

“Mia doesn’'t care about me, Josie. She’'s made that loud and clear. Baking me bread
and spending time with my dog doesn’t change that. Plus, | don’t want pity.”

“Oh, my god.” She groans, kicking her head back. “Y ou two are the most annoying
idiots I’ ve ever known. And I’m dating Bryce—that should tell you something.”

“1 don’t know what you' re talking about.”

“1 know you care for her,” Josie insists, her tone completely changing. “At least as a
friend, but | suspect as more than afriend. And | think it’s always been that way with

you.

“1 never denied anything.” | shrug. “The problem isn’'t me, though. It's Mia and her
ability to hold a grudge. A grudge over something I’'m clueless about. | want to fix it,
but she’' s not exactly playing afair game here.”

“That’s a sign she cares, Ronan. Look, you’ re not the only one who's had something
traumatic happen in the years since you've seen one another. There's a reason she
took a significant pay cut and step back in her career to be here. She' s not going to let
her guard down so easily again.”

“Well, | don’t think she’'sgoing to let mein.”



“And I’'m not telling you what happened to get her here, but it was bad.” Josie looks
over my shoulder, smile widening as she waves. | turn to see Mia walking toward us.
Her steps falter slightly when she sees me sitting there. Josie' s getting up when | face
forward. “All I’ll say is my boyfriend is a stubborn asshole for the people he loves.
He doesn't like to see them hurting.”

“Wait, what does—"

“Well,” she declares loudly, “I need to get home and go full gremlin mode. I’ [l never
publish abook if | don't writeit!”

“Did you seriously come here at seven o’ clock in the morning to bring me coffee?’ |
question. “Y ou hate mornings.”

“l sure do.” She grins. “Just remember this moment if you ever question how much |
love you, friend!”

Shaking my head, | finish off my sandwich while Josie and Mia talk briefly. The
footsteps behind me grow louder before a shadow falls over the table. Miais taking

her best friend’ s spot. “How much do you want to bet she gets no writing done and is
fast asleep within the hour?”’

“Without a doubt,” | agree.

Mialooks tired as she rests her chin in her palm, squinting at me. It's already starting
to get hot out, and | wouldn’t normally chooseto sit in the sun to drink my coffee, but
there’ s a peacefulness here | don’t want to break.

“Y ou told me something really shitty the other day,” she says.

| ball up my trash and set it aside, focusing fully on her. “I did.”



“l don’t...This doesn’t mean we're friends or everything is magically okay, Ronan.”
She frowns. “I'm still mad about the past. | believe you when you say you don’t
know what I’ m talking about, but | do, and I’m not ready to talk to you about it.”

| press my lips into athin line, trying to keep my frustrations at bay. She's talking to
me, at least that’s something. “I can’'t fix it if | don’t know what it is.”

“l know.” Shenods. “I just...l won't hold that against you, okay?’

Resigned, | nod slowly. “What does this have to do with the shitty thing | told you the
other day?’

“1 want to share a shitty thing that happened to me.”

“Thisisn't a competition, Mia. We don’t need to compare trauma.”

She looks startled at the idea. “ That’ s not what | want to do at all!”

Exhaustion is seeping into my bones. I’m tired of this back and forth with Mia that
seems to never get us anywhere. “Then why tell me?’

“1 can’t talk to you about what happened between us right now—"

“1 know.” | groan, dropping my head into my hands. “I get it, Mial”

“But,” she stresses, “that doesn’t mean | won't ever want to talk about it. If | tell you
my shitty thing, I’'m hoping it'll be proof to you that I’'m working on being ready
because there are only three people who know the whole story besides me, and that’s

Josie, Bryce, and my therapist.”

Hope and despair are weird feelings to have fighting against each other in the pit of



my stomach. On one hand, Mia just told me | could still get forgiveness and the
chance to fix things, but she wants to share something that changed her forever. And
if there’s one thing I’'m not sure I'd ever be able to handle, it's seeing Mia's
heartbreak. | know from experience that every time you tell a story like this, that’s
exactly what happens.
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She takes my silence as a prompt to continue. “Has Bryce ever told you about my ex?
Her nameis Bianca.”

“You know Bryce would never tell me about an ex unless it involved your safety,” |
remind her.

“True.” She sighs. “All right, Bianca and | were together for a couple of years. |
thought we were going to end up married. She came from money, her parents coddled
her, and wanted to give her everything she wanted. Y ou know that’s not my style, but
shetried to change that.”

The story unfolds from there, how Bianca wanted to open a marketing firm with Mia
but have her parents give them money to cover all the upfront costs and how offended
she was when Mia didn’'t want to take such a generous gift. While Mia loves being
able to help small business owners see their dreams come true, Bianca only wanted to
make money for being on social media all the time—even | know that’s not all there
Isto marketing.

Mia had thought they’d figured it out and everything would be fine, until she came
home one day to find all of Bianca' s stuff gone. A few moments later, she'd received
atext message that declared their relationship done and a waste of time.

“Shit, Mia” | frown, reaching out to squeeze her arm. She lets me, wiping angrily at
the corners of her eyes. “That’'s horrible. No one deserves to be walked out on like

that.”

“That’s not even the worst part.” She laughs bitterly. “The worst part is that she



decided ruining my trust wasn't good enough; she wanted to ruin my career, too. She
moved forward with opening the firm, then proceeded to steal my clients from
underneath me. She ran my name through the mud. My reputation in Charlotte
plummeted and the firm | worked for was ready to fire me rather than protect me.
Which further broke my heart because that action went against everything | thought
they stood for.”

The pieces of this puzzle, the explanation for what Mia' s doing here, slowly comes
together. “And that’ s why you' re here?’

She wipes her eyes again, nodding. “Bryce offered me ajob. It was the chance to get
away from it all, to start over surrounded by people | could trust. He pretends what he
did wasn't abig deal, but we all know it was.”

“He does have that tendency,” | reply thoughtfully.

She agrees before taking a deep breath. “So there’s my story and part of the reason
why my already shaky trust issues have completely taken over. It's part of the reason
I’m not ready to face the past, Ronan.”

Shaking my head, | offer her a smile. “You don’'t need to explain it to me, Mia. Take
as long as you need. Maybe we can be friends, at least?’

She considers the words for a second, biting her lip. “See,friendis making warning
bells go off in my head.”

Because she doesn’t trust me anymore. Whatever | did—whatever happened—added
to her shaky foundation, and Bianca sent everything tumbling down. Where | had a
chance before her ex, | now have to fight for my life because someone didn’t realize
the good thing they had and destroyed it instead.



But | won't pressure her. | won't force her to make decisions she's not ready to make.
Not now; not ever. “All right, not friends. What would you call us?’

“What about frenemies?’

| snort at the word | haven't heard since high school but can’t fight my smile when
she holds her hand out to me. | shake it. | could still have some fun with this. “Fine,
we' |l be frenemies. | think I'll like this.”

Her brow arches. “Y eah?’

“Oh, yeah. | can 4till tease the hell out of you, but still know you like me just a little
bit.”

She ralls her eyes, then squints up at me when | stand. “And why would you want to
do that?’

| lean down until our noses are practically brushing. She takes in a sharp breath and
her eyes flutter closed, which makes me smirk. “Because, Mia, you're still hot as hell
when you’' re mad.”

Her hazel eyes snap open and lower into aglare as | pull back, laughing. “Grow up!”

“Oh, trust me.” | smirk at her, allowing my eyes to track down the amazing view |
have before me. “I’m plenty grown up and you already know that.”

“Oh, my god.” She groans, exasperated. “Y ou’re seriously annoying.”
“Sure,” | call over to her as | make my way to the door to unlock it. | hear her get up

to follow me. “Pretend all you want, Mia, but | happen to know something important
about how this situation will end.”



She stops a couple of feet from where I’'m holding the door open for her, putting her
hands on her hips. “Y eah, and what’ s that?’

“The enemies—or frenemies—always become loversin the end.”
Her eyebrows shoot up her forehead, eyes going wide, and a faint blush coats her
cheeks as she stomps inside. “1 should have never come here this morning; | should

go back to yesterday.”

“What was so great about yesterday?’ | flip the lobby light on, turning to lock the
door behind us since we' re not open yet.

“Well, yesterday | liked you. Y esterday | cared about you.”
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The declaration has me spinning to look at her, a thick lump forming in my throat.
“Oh, yeah?’ Shelets out an affirmative “mm-hmm.” “Well, what about today?’

“Today I’'m back to finding you annoying as hell!”

My smile grows with each annoyed thump her feet make on the stairs as she heads to
her office. Seconds later, | hear the door close. Shaking my head, | head up the same
stairs to get up to the gym for my workout. When | reach the top, | have to cross
through the common area to get to the gym, and she is peeking up at me out of the
fringe that’ s fallen in her face. Her cheeks turn bright red when | give her awink.

Y eah, frenemies can be fun.
| laugh loudly when Katrinaturnsto glare at Carter. “What are you going to do?’

“l don't know!” He scrambles to look at the cards laid out on the table, actively
looking for some kind of clue into his own potential future actions before giving me a
panicked look. “Mia, why would you tell her that?’

Laughing, | gather the cards, the offending Five of Wands the last to be picked up.
“Do you think | have any say in what cards are going to show up? Besides, it doesn’t
mean somethingwillhappen, just suggests there could be disagreement or tension in
this situation.”

“Besides, even if it does come true, it doesn’t mean you' re the one who will mess up,
dude,” Bryce comforts. “It could just as easily be Katrina.”



Kat crosses her arms over her chest with a scowl. “What makes you think it'll be
me?’

Bryce holds his hands up in defense. “See, this is why group tarot readings are
dangerous. It's bad enough when Josie does her own and ends up scowling at me but
never tells mewhy.”

“l can't believe any of you are taking this serioudly.”

We all turn to face Ronan, who has been silently watching the whole exchange from
the corner of the kitchen. It hadn’t been lost on me the way he kept his distance, with
alook of uncertainty directed at the cards, like the deck could curse him from afar or
something.

“What? Y ou don't believe in having your future read?’

“No, Katrina, | don’t.” He pushes off the counter, but then his steps falter when | start
shuffling the cards. | bite back a smile. “It’s not realistic to think a deck of cards can
give you any insight into what’ s coming next.”

Bryce is shaking his head before Ronan even finishes his sentence. “Hey, man, |
don’t know if | believe in it all, but | know Josi€’s been doing this since before we
got back together. And | spent enough time at her apartment back in Omahato know
that between the tarot cards and the friendly ghost who lived there, to learn there are
definitely things out of our depth of understanding.”

“We don't know if | had afriendly ghost for sure,” Josie protests.
Bryce gives her an unimpressed look. “My shoes moved overnight, babe. As | recall,

we were too busy with other activities to do it ourselves. Y ou tell me how they ended
up neatly lined up by the door.”



“Your apartment was definitely haunted,” | tell Josie before turning to Ronan. “And
you are being extremely closed minded.”

He gives a casua shrug, then sits at the barstool Kat just freed up across from me,
eyes tracking my every movement while | shuffle the deck. “I think we're in charge
of our own destiny, and using something like tarot cards helps us make excuses for
our own shortcomings.”

“Oh, shit,” Bryce mutters under his breath. “They were starting to get along.”

| tilt my head as | look at Ronan, saying, “That’s pessimistic. The cards aren’t meant
to be excuses; they’ re meant to help amplify the voice within that you should already
be listening to.”

“What kind of voiceisthat?’ He smirks, tone teasing. “My heart?’

“Ew, no.” | make a face. “Your intuition. Most of the questions asked in tarot
readings are things you already know the answer to. The cards help you trust your

”

gut.

“Yet it told Kat she'd have a small spat with her boyfriend in the future. How do the
cards know what to say about my future?’

“She asked for a past, present, future spread based on her love life. The goal in this
kind of spread is to help sort out your priorities. It doesn't mean they’ll fight five
minutes or years from now, but it is areminder to not let something ssmmer under the
surface,” | explain. “The longer you let agitation simmer, the more likely it isto blow
up in your face and be worse. Maybe one of them has picked up a new habit that the
other finds annoying, but if they don’t talk about it soon, it could blow up.”

“Oh, my god.” Kat gasps, spinning to face Carter. “ She's right, youhavepicked up a



new habit. You haven't been closing the drawer on the dresser all the way. Dust is
getting on the clothes; | keep tripping over it and getting things snagged. It’'s been
really annoying.”

He blinks, a small frown on his face. “I didn’t even notice I’ ve been doing that. I'll
try to be better about it.”

Leaning back in my seat, | motion to our friends like they just proved my point.
Mainly because they had.

Ronan, however, is not convinced. “Y ou could have planned that or, at the very least,
you put the ideain her head, and she went searching for something.”

“Okay, now I'm getting offended,” | reply, setting the cards down. “How could |
have planned to pull that exact card? How could | even know something petty like
that could be bothering Kat?’
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| flash her an apologetic smile but keep my focus on Ronan. “Do you want to know
what | think isgoing on here? | think you’ re intimidated.”

He snorts. “By what? Y ou or adeck of cards?’

“Both. But definitely the cards. You’'re pretending not to be curious because you're
scared of what they’ll say about you.”

“1’m not scared of anything,” he replies coolly. “Especially witchy fortune cookies.”

| keep acool, even expression, reaching for the deck again. “Then proveit. Let me do
areading for you.”

| can instantly tell how much he hates the idea, but | know him well enough to know
he hates being challenged even more. “1 think I’m good.”

“1 repeat, you' re scared of the cards.”

“Serioudly, dude, just let her do the reading,” Carter comments, arms slung around
Katrina.

“Yeah.” Bryce smirks. “Letting her give you areading will prove you' re not scared of
them.”

For a brief moment, | think we have him cornered bad enough that he's going to give



in, admit he’'s unsure of my hobby, and what it might make him examine. Then he
gets the same cocky, confident smirk I'm used to seeing on him, and sits up
straighter. “Let’ s do this.”

“Seriously?’ | cough to cover up the light squeak my voice gave.

He leans closer to me. “ Serioudly, let’s see what you’ ve got, Sheridan.”

“All right.” 1 reach up with trembling hands to push my hair back out of my face.
“It's best if you get comfortable. Try to relax.”

Ronan makes a show of getting more comfortable in the seat across from me while |
try to cam my rapidly beating heart. I've always found reading tarot for someone
else to be a little intimate, which is why | only do it for the people | truly know and
love. Whenever | do this, I’'m asking them to take a deep look at their own lives,
seeing if anything I’'m getting from a line of cards resonates with them. Because of
this, | can’'t promiseit’ [l be something they want to hear.

“The first thing | always do is remind people I'm not a professional,” | begin, which
only makes his brow arch more. “Yes, I’ve been doing this for years, and | taught
Josie, but | primarily only do it for myself, not other people. Hopefully, something
will resonate with you, but | can’t make promises. That would be true even if | was a
professional.”

“Do peoplereally get paid to do this?’
| ignore his dig, focusing on his green eyes even though they make my heart beat
even faster. “Now, what do you want to know? No yes or no questions; the cards

don’t work that way.”

“I want the same kind of reading you did for Kat, for scientific purposes.” Of course,



he' s taking this to such alevel, trying to determine how much he believesin it. But it
feels alittle like he's determining how much he believes in me. “But | want to know
about my life. My past, my present, and where I’ m going with my future.”

My eyes widen. “Y ou don’t want to zero in on anything specific? Maybe your career
or your lovelife?’

“Nope,” he declares, eyes alight with amusement. “I want to see what you come up
with for my entirelife.”

“1 should have known you' d make this as difficult as possible,” | mutter under my
breath. | raiseit to say, “Such a broad topic may mean the cards don’t feel as relevant
asthey could. Are you okay with that?’

“1 think I’ll be the one who judges that, right?” God, why is he being so cocky? And
why is it making my heart beat a little erratically and my stomach twist in an
annoying way? “ So, what’ s going to happen here?’

“I’m going to shuffle the cards, focusing in on your question, and the pattern of the
spread.” Instinctively, | start a casual shuffle, the cards moving easily through my
hands. “I feel | give the best readings if I’'m in control of the cards the entire time. |
want to avoid breaking the intention behind the reason. Does that work for you?”’

Ronan nods, but the wary look is back in his eye as he watches the cards move. “And
how do you know which ones to pull?’

“1 use the fall technique,” | tell him. “Which basically means | keep shuffling until
three cards fall out. Now, as for turning over the cards, I'll give you a choice. | can
either turn them as they fall or turn them after all are pulled. | turn them; | don’t flip
them.”



“There' s adifference?”’

“Cards have different meanings if they're reversed,” Josie explains from my left. “If
she flips them instead of turning them, the meaning of the reading could change.”

Ronan glances my way, and | nod in confirmation. “All right. Turn them as they fall.
| like watching the story play out in real time.”

Shifting in my seat, | zero in on Ronan’s question. The room goes almost eerily silent
as | start shuffling with more intention, building the connection with the cards, and
letting my intention flow through me. The first card falls within seconds of starting.
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In the past position, | turn over the Four of Cups reversed. | take notice, immediately
finding it interesting. No one says a word as | start shuffling again. The Seven of
Wands falls up to take the present position. My breath catches in my throat when |
turn over the final card, The Lovers.

“Oh!” Ronan howls with laughter. “Would you look at that? The Lovers are in my
future. | think | can interpret that one all on my own, don’t you agree?’

Playing it cool, | straighten the cards, and use the time to gather my thoughts. | don’t
want him to know the last card caught me off guard, too. I'm not sure | like any
possible meaning that card could have in this situation. “Maybe you should let me tell
you what all this means, especialy since the cards aren’t always as they appear.”

He motions to the spread on the table. “By all means, tell me my future, Miss
Sheridan.”

With aroll of my eyes, | take a look to find the connecting pieces. Once | describe
what each card means, I'll pull it together and relate it back to his question. | think
thisis going to be much more relevant than he anticipated.

“We'll start with the meaning of each card.” | point to the one in the past position.
“This is the Four of Cups, but in reverse. This suggests that you took on a new
outlook on life. You stopped dwelling on where you were and decided to take steps
toward your future—the future you wanted.”

Ronan sits up a little straighter, his green eyes glancing over at Bryce. | want to see
his reaction, but I'm too focused on watching the doubter before me.



| move to the second card. "The Seven of Wands is telling you to take a stand. | can't
tell you what thisisin regard to, only you can do that. It's a message on how it’stime
to fight for yourself and thatfuture you decided to chase. Push back, don't worry
about the odds being against you. Thisisyour moment."

Another glance toward Bryce and Carter has me wondering what they know about
Ronan that | don't.

"That might make a bit of sense," he murmurs, but then the small smirk is back.
"How about we talk about the last card?"

"The Lovers..." | trail off, trying to find the best way to describe this card. "In this
instance, it could mean finding love, but it doesn't necessarily mean you've aready

found it."

"Well, that's good,"” Bryce murmurs, "because everyone who's an option is literally
taken."

| bite back a grin at the idea of him not seeing me as an option for Ronan. At least he
gtill thinks | hate him. Because | do.

| absolutely do.

S0, what does it mean, exactly?' Ronan asks, ignoring his friend.

"In thisinstance, | would say it's reminding you to follow your heart, but be careful to
make sure you're looking at what the best option is. It can be a warning to not give

your heart away too easily."

The smirk slowly dlides off hisface. "Oh."



"Yeah, sotosumit al up..." | take aglance back at the cards. "l would say you made
the right decision by focusing in on a new outlook and taking a chance. In the present,
you need to prepare to stand up for the things you believe in and defend them when
necessary, or you run the risk of losing them and yourself. That needs to be your
priority right now. In the future, you can start looking for romance based on good
communication, but be careful not to mistake lust for love. Do you have any
guestions?"

He looks at the cards, like there might be some secret within them that we' ve both
missed. The crease in his forehead deepens with his frown, green eyes jumping
between them all. I’d give anything to be able to read his mind right now—figure out
if he’s panicking overhow relevant this reading seems. | feel like | know nothing
about his life at this point. I'm still trying to get used to this new version of him I'm
being exposed to, but even | can connect the dots.

“What else can you tell me about The Lovers card?’

Bryce groans at the question. “I’'m officially bored with this. We're supposed to be
having a game night, and this doesn’t count.”

Ronan waves him, and everyone else, off, but stays exactly where heis, waiting.

“What do you want to know?’ The rest of our group filters out, heading toward the
living room to set up the game night.

“Everything.”

“l mean, there are alot of ways to interpret it, and it usually depends on the question
being asked,” | tell him. “Typically speaking, it signifies a perfect union, but we need
to know what that union is. It could mean learning to love and accept yourself. It
could mean romantically, or even, in some cases, deep friendships. If you're focusing



on your own health, it could be areminder that your support system is here and never
goes away. It can also be related to heart health.”

“Oh, so now they can tell meif I’'m going to have a heart attack?’

“Seriously?’ | grab the box with more force than | mean to. “Y ou’re the one who's
asking follow-up questions. You don’'t get to be a judgmental ass.”

“You'reright, I’'m sorry. Please continue.”

| narrow my eyes, trying to show him my dislike for this whole conversation. “If it's
in a reading focusing on your career, it could signify that you're entering a
partnership that's going to be great and successful. In relationship readings, it
signifies a strong bond. It can also signify sparks starting to fly within your love life.
It doesn’t mean the person you’ re thinking about is the one.”

“ And who do you think is on my mind?’
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“That's it.” | snatch up the cards that 1'd laid out and add them to the deck to put
them away. “1’m done doing this with you.”

“Oh, come on, Mia,” he pleads. | get up, gathering the dishes still sitting on the island
from dinner. “I'm messing with you! | just find it hard to believe you take this
seriously!"

After depositing my dishes into the sink, | start washing my hands to have something
to do. “As| said earlier, tarot cards are rooted in intuition, Ronan. Part of the point is
to help you learn to trust your own instincts and that’ s something | need to do.”

“That’ s not an answer, though, isit?’

Letting an eye roll loose, | turn to face him. “The world isn't that black and white.
They help me see and find clarity with what has happened and what’s currently
happening in my life.”

His brow arches up. “ And what’ s going to happen in the future?’

“Why does it matter to you?’ My arms cross over my chest. “Weren't you aways the
one talking about not shutting down what other people are into? Especially when it

comes to their belief system?’

He's clearly startled by my question and seems a little chastised. Which | take as a
win in the conversation.

“Besides,” | continue, “can you honestly tell me nothing | said in that reading



resonated with you?”’

“I never said it didn’t!” Defensiveness is back in his tone. “But | also never thought
you'd be into something like this and find merit in it. You aways like to see things
the way they are.”

He wasn't getting it, and | don’t feel the need to keep repeating myself. | don’t owe
him any more of an explanation. | don’t need to tell him how | got into reading tarot
when | was forced to make decisions about where my future was going to take me. |
don't need to tell him how reading those cards helped me cope with things that
happened in the past, things that involved him. | don't need to keeptelling him that
these cards help me find comfort in the things | aready know. That they fed like
they’ re backing me up.

Especially when he used to tell me how staring at a black line for hours upon hours
was his form of therapy.

“Well, I’'m not sure you know me well enough to make that call. And sometimes
people find answers in unique places. Just because what | do doesn’'t make sense to
you, doesn’t mean it’swrong.”

“That’s not what I’'m trying to say, Mial”

“You know, maybe that’s your problem. You say a lot of shit, Ronan, but does
anyone even know what you mean? Do we know if there’s any truth to what you say

at al?

Ronan’s pale cheeks flush a shade of red I've never seen before. “What the fuck is
that supposed to mean? | haveneverlied to you, Mia.”

“Forget it.” | wave him off. | don’t want to do this anymore. | don’t want to have this



conversation. |I've avoided it for eight years. Why not make it alifetime?

As | turn to leave, he reaches out, and gently grabs my arm, keeping me in place. My
gaze snaps down to where his fingers are holding me, not wanting to think about the
last time we were in a position like this. And | refuse to pay attention to the way my
heart is thudding against my chest.

“You are not doing that, Mia,” he seethes, stepping closer. Somehow, | know Ronan
wouldn’t hold me here if | asked him to let me go. He wouldn’t hesitate to release
me, but my morbid sense of curiosity keeps me rooted in place. “You've done
nothing but treat me like shit since | got here. Longer, actually. Every time | fedl like
we take a step forward, you go five back. You refuse to tell me what | did, and now
you're calling me aliar? Fuck that.”

My gaze locks with his. “It’s not my job to tell you when you make a mistake, Ronan.
You're ahig boy.”

“But | don't know what mistake | made,” he says through gritted teeth. “1 can’'t fix
whatever thisisif | don't know what happened. Please, tell me what happened. I'm

tired of this shit.”

“l don’'t want an apology, Ronan.” | fight to keep my voice from raising, the last
thing we need is for everyone to come in here and witness this stupid argument.

“Then what do you want from me, Mia?’

| glare up a him. “To leave me the hell alone.”

“And if | don’t want to?’

The question catches me off guard. | shrink back. “W—what?’



It's the first time either one of us has said anything like that out loud, despite our
actions obviously proving the question right. There's still something between us.
Sure, it might be sparking with relentless rage, but it’ s there. And eventually, it'll pull
us together until we explode.

He takes a deep breath, and then a step closer to me. | don’t back up. | can feel his
chest rise and fall. His green eyes search my face before they settle on my lips. “What
if | don’t want to leave you alone?’

The question is asked in barely a whisper. His warm breath fanning against my face
with each word. It sends a shiver down my spine, and | should walk away. | should
step back, put as much distance between us as possible, and keep it that way. The last
thing | need to do is prove he still has some kind of hold on me. That’s what | should
do.

Instead, | surge forward, and he meets me in the middle, our lips crashing together in
akissthat is both passionate and uncertain.
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| don’'t go back to that day in the stairwell because this kiss feels different. This kiss
IS us, through and through. Suddenly, I’'m in my early twenties, chasing a dream with
my best friend. I’'m in Charlotte, North Carolina again, staring up at swimming’s
goldenboy after he caught me in his arms. Things look brighter. I’ ve never known the
kind of heartbreak | know now. Everything's possible. Nothing is without reach,
including this man.

But that’s not reality.

As soon as his lips move to deepen the kiss. | pull back with a gasp. Ronan’s staring
down at me, jaw slack, breathing a little heavier. Somewhere in the kiss, his grip on
my arm had dropped. | take a step back. “That cannot happen again.”

Ronan follows me. “Right, | agree.”

“Ronan!” | take another step back, and he follows. “I’m serious.”

“So am I.” I'm pressed between a kitchen island and solid muscle. Except | don’t
want to escape. “ Completely serious.”

Everything is different about the next kiss. Ronan’s hand is cupping the back of my
neck, tilting my head toward him to angle it just right. There’s no hesitation, as a
quick swipe against my bottom lip and the small gasp | release is al he needs before
dliding histongue inside and taking control of the kiss.

Oh, my god. My fingers reach up until they’re combing the dark hair at the nape of
his neck.This man is always going to ruin me.



With his other hand, he grips me tighter around the hip and takes another step closer.
There' s not asingle part of our body that isn’'t touching, and | feel my resolve melting
away. | don’'t want to be mad at this man. | don’t want to be hurt over the things of
the past. | want to know this version of him. | want to see how he's grown and
changed. | want to know how much of the guy | knew is still inside him and whether
our lives can be entwined the same way they once were.

| want more, | finally admit to myself.

We break apart at the sound of aloud thump and laughter from the living room. Both
of us are turned toward the doorway, frozen like we're about to be walked in on,
breathing hard.

Redlity startsto come back into focus. We're in Josie and Bryce' s kitchen and we just
had a fight. An angry kiss between enemies might be hot in a romance novel, but in
real life, it'll complicate things. And | can’t allow for things to be more complicated.

| gently push Ronan back. He stumbles away from me, swallowing thickly, and
bringing a hand up to fix his hair.

“That will never happen again.”

“What?’

| glare at him, taking a second to pull myself together. If | go out there right now, my
best friend will know what happened with a single look. “Both kisses were mistakes.
I’ll never let it happen again.”

Ronan opens his mouth to say something, green eyes going a little wide, but he never

gets the chance. Carter enters the kitchen. He stops as soon as he enters the room,
frowning at both of us.



“Are you guys good?’ Carter focuses his attention fully on me. He might not know
what happened between Ronan and me, but he's more than aware of what his guy
friends are capable of. And he's not afraid to call them out. “Josie sent me in here to
make sure you hadn’t killed each other yet.”

“If 1 have to be alone with him for a second longer, | might kill him.” | push past
Ronan, purposefully heading toward the living room. “What was that thump?”’

Carter follows behind me. “Bryce fell off the arm of the couch.”

| laugh, but it sounds alittle strained. “ Of course he did.”

“Mia” Carter’svoiceislowered. “Are you good?’

“Fucking peachy, Carter.” The sarcasm is evident, and | know he'll want to follow-up
about it, but | don’t know what else to say to him. He doesn’t deserve my lies.

He hums in understanding, murmuring, “We'll talk about this later,” as we enter the
living room.

Carter and Josie corner me at work on Monday morning.
| don’t know why I'm surprised, but the way they storm in and shut the door of our
office and snap the lock behind them makes it feel like an ambush. Then Josie pulls

the blinds, and | absolutely feel like I’m being held hostage.

“What's going on?’ | ask, warily looking between the two of them. “Should | be
worried?’

“Carter told me what he saw, and | think we need to talk.” Josie plops down in her
chair, staring at me expectantly. Carter sits in the cramped chair in the corner. |



almost laugh at the way he hasto fold hislong limbs to sit properly. “Start talking.”

| turn to Carter. “What exactly did you see?’

His cheeks turn bright red, his eyes widening slightly. “Um...well, I...”



Page 41

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:44 am

11 Y %?l

He clears his throat. “I saw you and Ronan. The other night at Bryce and Josie' s?
After you did the tarot reading.”

WEell, so much for trying to play it cool. We're getting right to the point. “We were
talking in the kitchen.”

“That’s not what it looked like to Carter,” Josie replies. “To Carter, it looked like the
two of you were fighting and, more specifically, it looked like you were fighting
against him.”

| suck in a breath, realizing what it actualy looked like to him. Coming in from
another room with me trying to push past Ronan, anger and embarrassment burning
my cheeks. | swallow thickly. “Uh, does Bryce know?’

“If Bryce knew what he saw, do you think Ronan would still be employed?’ Josie
guestions. “I know my boyfriend’'s protective streak; he takes action first and asks
guestions later. | wanted to hear the whole story from you before we told Bryce. Y ou
know, to decide whether it's something he needs to know.”

“Right,” | breathe out. “ Getting answers is probably a good first step.”

Even if I’ve never done that a day in my life. My god, | have too much in common
with Bryce and it’ s starting to freak me out a bit.

“S0, as your best friend, I'm going to ask this once and only once. What happened?’



The locked door, pulled blinds, and presence of our favorite cinnamon roll suddenly
makes sense. “We kissed.” They both look at each other with blank stares | can’t
read, and | hateit. “Actually,lkissed him...again.”

Josie jumps up from her seat in a move so fluid it startles me. “What do you mean
again? When did you kiss him the first time?’

“I"d actually be interested in knowing the answer to that, too.” Carter frowns. “Last |
knew, you hated one another, and that tidbit of information dates back eight years.”

Oh, you poor, sweet, oblivious boy.Y ou couldn’t be further from the truth.

Do | lie? Do | say the kiss in the stairwell was the first and only? Do | lightly allude
to something happening in Omaha? What lines am | willing to cross here?

“We kissed right after | found out about Operation Fly.” Isit really alie? It was the
first time we'd kissed since everything happened in Omaha. As far as they both
know, that was the first time we' d kissed. They don’t need the details of whatever
happened years ago. That won't do them any good.

“But what does that mean for right now?’ Carter asks. “Are the two of you into each
other? Are you going to try dating? Do you even like one another?’

The last question is the most complicated one. The more time | spend around him, the
more | realize whatever crush | had on him never fully went away. I’m not going to
be the same naive girl | was then, though. | wasn’t going to fall the first time he sends
awink my way, nor am | going to let my guard down. Two kisses shared mostly in
anger doesn't change what happened before.

| shrug. “He's an attractive man. No one in this room can deny that and—I don’t
know, it just happened. Maybe it's because I've been going on these dates, but



nothing happens with any of them. Maybe I'm a little lonely, but the redlity is,
nothing more is going to happen between Ronan and me. Two kisses don’t mean
we' re ready to fall into bed or walk down the aisle.”

Something about the way Josie is looking at me has me shifting in my seat. She
knows there’s more to the way | look at Ronan. I’ ve never been able to deny when |
was into someone. No matter how much | argued against it, she’' s aways known.

“Just...be careful. | don’t want to see you get hurt again. Especially not this close to
moving on from Bianca. Yes, | want to see you get out there and find someone else,
but not at the expense of your heart breaking again.”

“Aren’t you the queen of second chances?’ | ask, wanting that probing look to be
directed anywhere but at me. “You and Bryce had this whole thing you came back
from. | thought you’ d be happy to see Ronan and | making any sort of progress.”

Why do | do this? Why do | turn the attention off me by directing a spotlight on
something that makes someone else uncomfortable? | know | do it, Josie knows | do
it, and even though she’s never been hurt by it, my deflection makes her relive things.
Yet to avoid my own pain, | take her back to a time when the man who loves her
more than anything on this Earth broke her heart. Back to a time when she felt
humiliated and ostracized from a sport she loved, all because he was too young and
too scared to face the truth.

It took them along time to get where they are, but I'm certain from the moment they
met, there hasn’'t been a day when Josie Martin wasn't Bryce Clark’ s everything.

She doesn’'t take the bait, though. Rather than shrink in on herself or try to change the
subject, stubbornness rolls off her in waves. A burst of pride shoots through me.
“Don’'t use me to get us off your back, Mia. | know what you' re doing.”



The fight drains out of me. “You know | don't mean to do that, right? It's
something—"

“You'reworking on it, | know. | don't take offense. | know you too well and | know
what you're doing. You don’'t mean to hurt people, but you feel the need to protect
yourself.”

“Doesn’'t makeit right,” | mutter.

“No, but forgiveness is easily given in these moments,” Carter adds. “Because we
know the real you, and we know what you hide behind when you don’t want to share
that with the world.”

Josie nods in agreement. “And | might be the queen of second chances, but you know
how hard | worked to get here. You know how hard he worked and how hard we
work together still. | don’tknow what happened between you and Ronan—whatever
you're hurt by—but I’'m going to share some important advice | once got. You're
allowed to be mad at the people who hurt you. You're allowed to decide who gets to
be part of your life moving forward.”

The words ring in my ears with a familiarity | can't seem to put my finger on. My
mouth drops open a bit, hoping the words will find me. That they’d come tumbling
out, but nothing does.
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“You said it to me once, when Bryce came back into my life,” Josie reminds me.

The realization dawns on me; it was right after he brought her coffee, and she wasn't
sure where she wanted him to bein her life.

She goes on to say, “I had to decide whether the person who hurt me got to be part of
my life going forward. Despite everything, I’ve never regretted the decision | made,
not really. Now it’s your turn to decide that for yourself.”

“But what if | get hurt?’

It takes me a second to realize the sad, scared whispered question came from me, but
once | do, the weight of it settles around me. Because that’ s the real question, the one
I’ve been avoiding this entire time. If | give him a chance—if | tell him the
truth—I"m opening myself up for heartbreak. And that’s always scary.

“Then we'll be here to help you put yourself back together,” Carter replies. When |
turn to look at him, he's leaning forward with his arms resting against his knees,
brown hair a tousled mess. “You know you can’'t avoid pain, but not everyone is
going to leave you, Mia. You won't know who's going to stay until you give them a
chance.”

The two people in this room with me will never leave. They're going to be the ones
who stay. Ronan could run. He could run far away from me and never look back, but
he'd still be there. Just outof reach in my heart and mind, and I'd be forced to live
with it for the rest of my life.



“It’ syour choice, Mia. It's always been your choice,” Josie mutters.

| know that. | just don’t know how to makeit.

“What are you doing here?’

Carter is waking toward me, hands stuffed in the pocket of his hoodie. Further
behind him, Ronan trails in with Lezak prancing at his feet. My heart thumps against
my chest—clearly more excited to see the puppy than the man holding the leash.

| don’'t get a chance to answer Carter because the second Ronan unhooks the leash,
the small bundle of golden fluff charges straight at me. Laughing, | reach down to
scoop him into my arms, happily accepting all the kisses he eagerly gives. “Hi,
puppy!”

“Should I be offended that he zoomed right past me to get to her?’ Carter’s sad tone
barely pushes into my puppy-induced haze of happiness. “I think he hates me.”

When | look at the two men, | find Ronan wearing a fond smile, fully focused on me
and his dog. Unable to be on the receiving end of a grin like that for too long, | look
away. “Don’t take it personally, Carter. | think he’'d pick Mia over me, too.”

| hide my own grin in the fuzzy fur of the golden retriever’s head. “What can | say?
Dogs love me.”

“They’'re not the only ones,” Carter mutters under his breath, then groans when
Ronan elbows him in the side.

| set Lezak back on the deck, looking between the two of them with a frown. “What
was all of that about?’



“Ignore him,” Ronan insists. | don’t miss the glare he sends Carter. “I’m guessing we
all got the same cryptic text message?’

“Y ou mean the one from Bryce that told me to meet him here at eight o’ clock at night
and to make sure Josie doesn’'t know?’ Carter squats to give the puppy a belly rub,
but his eyes stay locked on us. “Do either of you know what this is about?’

Ronan takes a seat next to me, sighing as he stretches his bad leg out in front of him.
“No idea.”

| resist the urge to check him over for any obvious sign of something being wrong.
He's had a long couple of days, which | know get to him. “He better get here soon,
though, because mysterious Bryce freaks me out.”

Ronan laughs, reaching down to scratch Lezak between the ears now that the puppy
has made his way back over to his human. “It's because he's bad at it.” Lezak
playfully nips on his fingers. My heart swoops at the soft smile he gives his dog. “He

either acts way too dramatic or not dramatic enough.”

Carter stands once he's sure he's lost the attention of the dog. He chews at his bottom
lip. “You don’t think they’ re breaking up again, do you?’

“Absolutely not.” There's not alot in my life I’'m certain of, but thisis one of them.
“They’re too disgustingly in love to ever break up...again.”

Ronan nods in agreement. “They’ ve gone through too much shit to let anything get
between them now.”

Carter doesn’'t look as certain.

Footsteps echo and all of us turn in time to see Bryce emerge from the side door.



Predictably, Lezak barks and takes off toward him. Bryce cheerfully greets us,
stopping long enough to scoop the dog into his arms, and closes the distance between
us.

“What's going on, dude?” The nerves are evident in Carter's voice. “If you're
breaking her heart again, I’'m on her side thistime.”

Bryce squints at his best friend, mouth set in a firm line. “What the hell are you
talking about?’

“Abrams is worried he's about to be the child of divorce,” Ronan explains. “Do you
blame him, though? That text message was cryptic.”
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Bryce frowns at Carter. “Y ou would really take her side?’
Honestly, he doesn’t sound at all surprised, which is probably good.

| reach for Lezak, who Bryce hands over immediately. The puppy cuddles against
me, worn out from all the activity. “We would all take her side, Bryce.”

“Even Lezak.” Ronan reaches over to pet his dog. “Now, what are we doing here?’

Bryce's gaze lands on me, his bottom lip disappearing between his teeth. “Please
don’t be mad at me. | was going to involve you in the whole process, but then | saw
it, and | knew. It’s perfect.”

“What are you...” My question trails off as readlization clicks into place. My jaw
drops open. If | didn't have a cuddly puppy in my lap, I’d probably spring up to
attack him inahug. “Oh, my god! Let me seeit!”

“Let you see what?’ It's Ronan who voices the question, but one fleeting glance at
Carter tells me he' sjust as confused.

“Ugh, men.” | roll my eyes, making grabby hands toward Bryce, who laughs.

He drops a deep blue velvet box in my hand and my breath catches in my throat. The
weight of it makes this all the more real. Tears are aready stinging the corners of my
eyes when | look up at Bryce. He's watching me cautiously. My best friend is about
to get engaged!



The appearance of the box must make something click in the guys heads because
they both lean closer to get a peek. | shy away from them. They can wait their turn.
I’ ve waited years to have this moment.

I’m not mad Bryce didn’t include me in the purchasing process, but | will be the first
of our friends to seeiit.

| lift the lid, half expecting to see something big, something flashy. Instead, my
breath is literally taken from me. Nestled in the velvet cushion is the perfect ring for
Josie. An oval cut blue-green sapphire set in a yellow-gold band, small diamonds
accenting the gem on either side.

| look back up at Bryce. “It’s not a diamond.”

He shakes his head, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, a sure sign of his
uncertainty. “I...uh, | had alist. Of al the big stores you' re supposed to go to when
you look for aring, but | got bored one night and started looking online. | found this
oneand ...l just knew. It's her.”

| hand the ring over to Ronan so he and Carter can take alook, but | don’t look away
from Bryce. “Josie would hate a flashy diamond.”

Biting back a smile, he laughs. “She would, but she'd pretend to love it because it
came from me. | didn’t want that, though. | want her to actually love it. Screw what
society thinks.”

“You know it’s not about the ring, right? She just wants you.”

His gaze drifts to the ring. “ She deserves this.” His tone is so firm, leaving no room
for doubt. He wants forever with her. “ She deserves the whole world.”



| set Lezak on the bench beside me before | tackle Bryce in a hug. | laugh at the
surprised sound he makes. He freezes for the briefest second before hugging me back.

My eyes are even mistier when we separate, but | still manage to pull off a serious
look. “You better treat her well, Bryce Clark. She’s my person as much as she is
yours.”

Hisgrinis soft. “Always.”

“Dude.” Carter claps his best friend on his back. “Thisis huge! Just don’t mess it up
thistime.”

Bryce allows Carter to pull him into a hug with a groan. “Oh, my god, it was one
time. Can welet it go?’

“Technicaly, it was three times, right?” Ronan looks to me for confirmation. | nod.
“Fourth time’ s the charm then, right?’

Scowling, Bryce accepts a congratulatory hug from Ronan as well.

If someone had told me we'd be here one day eight years ago, | would have laughed
in their face. | never thought we'd make it. Not like this. Not as a group of friends
running a business together, and definitely not with Josie and Bryce heading down
theaide. It was too good to be true back then. Sometimes, | worry it still is.

An elbow nudges my arm. Ronan is standing far too close now, concern in his eyes.
“You got quiet.”

“Just thinking.” He nudges me again, urging me to say more. “I’'m happy for them.
They’re good for each other. Always have been, don’t you think?”’



He humsin agreement. “But you thought you' d be first?’

“Not at all.” | laugh softly. “I was actually thinking more about how everyone around
me seems to be moving on while | feel stuck. A common topic in therapy as well.”
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“What are you talking about? You're not stuck. You're doing a lot with your life,
Mia”

“Sure.” | snort. “Says the Olympian turned philanthropist.”

“No. Says the man who had the only thing that made him anything taken from him
and had to figure out how to be a contributing member of society.”

Swimming isn’t the only thing that made him someone. I’ ve always seen him for who
he is, and that is someone who deeply cares about helping those he can. Someone
who is determined to break away from his family’s hold and create a life he can be
proud of. Someone who is as gorgeous on the inside as he is on the outside. Even
when | was mad at him, | never only saw the heartless, playboy reputation he
projected out to the world. I’ d always been able to see Ronan.

| don’t get the chance to say any of that to him.

He steps up to Bryce again. “I’'m happy for you, dude. She’'s going to love it.” Bryce
grins at him. Pure happiness radiates off him, and he hasn’t even asked her yet. “If
there’s nothing else, though, I’'m going to head home. | had a long day and need to
feed Lezak.”

Bryce's gaze moves from Ronan to me, observing the moment. “Y eah, of course.” He
nods. “Thanks for coming.”

With another quick hug, Ronan is scooping the sleepy puppy from the bench to head
for the door. No one says a word until he's fully left the building. The pool is eerily



quiet, and | need it to stop.
“Mia—"

“It'sfine, Bryce.” My eyes plead with him to drop it. I'm not even sure what 1’d say.
What even happened? “ Show me the ring again.”

He hesitates and is about to check in on me before thinking better of it.

“When are you going to do it?’ | ask once | have my breath back from looking at it
again.

That's how | spend the next forty-five minutes, sitting on the uncomfortable
bleachers, throwing out random ideas for Carter and Bryce to either shoot down or
turn into a theatrical production. Imay not have helped pick the ring, but Bryce will
definitely need my input on the proposal because Josie would hate a sky writer.

And it gives me something to focus on other than Ronan.

With my arms firmly crossed over my chest, | watch the mayhem of teenagers
performing drillsin the pool. My gaze flicks from swimmer to swimmer, taking quick
mental notes about what needs to be adjusted and worked on. When | glance at the
clock on thewall, | notice Bryce walking toward me. | try not to let myself tense.

Where the hell is she?
“Looking good,” he comments when he reaches me. He stands beside me in a
position that mirrors my own, watching silently for a minute or so. “Aren’t you

missing someone, though?”’

“Yup,” | mutter through gritted teeth.



From the beginning, I’ve made it clear to Emmie that if she wants to do this, she
needs to commit. She' d promised she would and has been following through on that
promise, until recently. In the last ten days, she's been late to over half the practices
with little to no explanation. Whenever | try to ask her about it, she gets out of the
water or runs off to the locker room to change and go home.

“How many times has she been late?’

“Enough,” | bite out. “The last two weeks have been the worst. I’'m going to talk to

her.

“The season is coming up, dude. Y ou don’'t want a swimmer who doesn’t show up for
her team. | thought she wanted to swim relays?’

I’d already put several swimmers through mock relay races, trying to figure out our
strengths and what areas we need to strengthen. What athletes swim it well together,
and which ones don’t. Swimming may seem like an individual sport, but it’s not. And
when you commit to ateam, you’ re expected to show up when you’ re supposed to.

| turn to Bryce. “She's usually about ten to fifteen minutes late. If she comes in, tell
her not to change but to come talk to me. Get Carter to bring me the kickboards his
group used, and she'll clean them.”

A slow smile spreads across his face. “ Are we about to see hard-ass Coach O’ Brien?’

Rolling my eyes, | bite back asmile. “Don’'t pretend like the hard-ass coaches weren’t
the ones who made all the difference.”

“Hell yeah they did.” He raises afist, and | bump mine against it. “I’ll keep an eye

”

out.



Asrequested, Carter brings out a couple of large bags full of the used kickboards with
the disinfectant she'll need to use. He doesn’t say anything, but he knows exactly
why |’ d ask for something like this.

Less than fifteen minutes later, Emmie is heading down the length of the pool, still
dressed, a bashful smilein place.

The rest of the team is taking a water break. | turn my focus to them and blow my
whistle. Their gazes snapped toward me, listening as | give them a set | know will
keep them occupied while | talk to Emmie. Once they are all back to what they were
doing, | turnto Emmie.
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“Coach Bryce told me not to change?’ She gnaws on her lip in uncertainty. “I’'m
sorry | waslate—"

“Again,” | add. “You were late again. | told you there would be consequences if you
weren't taking this serioudly.”

Panic washes over her. “Are you kicking me off the team?”’

“No.” | frown, alittle surprised that’ s the conclusion she jumped to. “But you will not
be participating in tonight’ s practice. Instead, you'll sit on the bleachers and clean the
kickboards Coach Abrams used. They’re used for the ten and under team, and then
during open swim. They need to be disinfected thoroughly.”

“But, Coach—"

| cut her protests off with a raised hand. “You will aso pay attention to your
teammates while they’re practicing. Since we're still working on your form and
technique, | want you to spot a minimum of ten things that need to be improved.”

As | hand her a spare sheet of paper and pen from my clipboard, she opens her mouth
to protest again, but shuts it when my brow arches. “Y es, Coach.”

Throughout the rest of practice, | look over to check in on Emmie. | don't like
punishing swimmers, but | know the value of committed teammates and how those
teammates who aren’t can drag a team down. Every single kid on this team has their
own goals, whether to continue in this sport professionally or to use it as an avenue to
other paths, and it would make me a bad coach if | prioritized one swimmer over the



rest. Especially when that swimmer isn’t showing up.

To my relief, every time | look at her, she's doing what | asked. She diligently cleans
the kickboards, making sure to go over them at least twice before placing them in the
clean bin. Her attention is still completely on her teammates, though, eyes tracking
their movements the same way mine do. When she finishes the kickboards, she
moves off the bleacher and comes to sit at the edge of the pool. She stays there until |
blow the whistle, dismiss practice, and all herteammates head toward the locker
room. She only offers small waves as they pass her.

“We need to talk, Emmie,” | tell her once the rest of the kids are out of earshot. |
move to sit on the bleacher she’ d vacated, and she turns to face me. If my leg wasn’t
killing me, I'd consider getting down to her level, but the likelihood of me getting up
istoo slim. “And | need real answersthistime.”

“l don't mean to be late, Coach,” she begins, without any prompting. “Things have
been alittle...hectic at home.”

| notice her hesitation. “Hectic how?’

“I'm alittle overwhelmed.” She frowns, taking a moment to think through what she's
going to say. “My mom has been working crazy hours, and I’'m trying to keep things
organized at home, but things are slipping through.”

“If you' re too overwhelmed, you can take a step—"

“No!” She looks at me with wide, pleading eyes. “Swimming is the best thing | have
going right now. It’smyonly thing. Everything else is for my family, and | don’t mind

that, but | can’t lose the one thing | love.”

| see alot of my younger self in her. | clung to swimming for along time. It was the



only lifeline | had to a life that was mine and not the life my parents wanted me to
have. It wasn't until they started noticing just how good | was at the sport that things
started to shift. Slowly, it changed from the thing | loved more than anything to the
thing that let me feel like myself while not being mine. | got lost in the expectations
of my parents within the sport.

Emmie’'s family isn't using her talent for their own gain, but they are keeping her
from her passions by having her pick up their slack. It’s not the first time I’ ve seen
this, and it’s not the first time I’ ve worked around it. I’'m happy to do it again, but |
need to know she still wantsiit.

“1 understand where you’re coming from, but you also have to consider your team
and the promises you made them,” | remind her. | won’t hold the scholarship over her
head, never wanting to be that coach who puts a monetary value on a kid's place on
their team. I’ ve met too many of those, too. “Clearly, if you want to continue on this
team, we need to figure out how to help you balance your responsibilities. Tell me
what | can do.”

There's a flash ofsomethingin her eyes, but it's gone before | can even begin to
decipher it. “There’ s nothing to do,” she tells me. “My mother’s schedule is going to
go back to normal by next practice; I'll be able to get to practice on time like I've
been doing. | promise, thiswon’t happen again.”

“That’s not a promise a fifteen-year-old can make, Emmie.” Rea life will always
come before swimming, no matter how much the kids might wish it otherwise.
“Being late to practice every once in awhile is going to happen, Emmie. | need you
to communicate with me—call the front desk, send me an email, text me. Just let me
know you’'ll be late, and we can work around it. If | wanted to do relay drills with you
tonight, | could restructure the order of practice, but | can’'t do that if | don't know
you'll be late.”



She nods with a chastised look. “I didn’t mean to let you or the team down, Coach.”

“It'sokay.” Thelast thing | want is for her to beat herself up over this. “Commitment
can look different from what you initially expect. Learning to adjust when things
don’t go according to plan is part of what I’m hoping to teach you guys.”

“You can plan and practice all you want,” she parrots, making me smile, “but you
never know how arace will go until you swimiit.”

| grin back at her. “Glad to know someone is paying attention.” She laughs. “ Get out
of here. | don’t want to keep you too late.”

She's still laughing as she stands, but then it fades, and she smiles shyly. “Thanks,
Coach.”

My brow arches. “For?’

“Believing in me?’ she replies with a shy shrug. “Not giving up on me? Maybe both?
| don’t know. I’'m not used to either one.”

“First of all, you're worth believing in and | don’t give up on anyone. You're here
because you' re talented, and there are alot of people backing you up.”

Cheeks flushed, she nods, and ducks her head, heading toward the locker room. |
can't ignore the gnawing feeling in my gut that something else is going on, that
there’ ssomethingshe' s not sharing.

“Emmiel” She turnsto face me. “If you ever need help, no matter what it is, we're al
here for you. Do you understand?’
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Her mouth opens slowly, but then promptly snaps shut. She nods quickly before
turning back to hustle to the locker room. | realize in that moment, the look | couldn’t
read was fear. Which confirms there’s something more going on, but | can’t burst in
and demand answers. | have no proof, nothing to base those concerns on. There's no
physical evidence, and she's never asked for help, but I'll make sure every adult in
this building knows to keep an eye out for her.

I’ ve done this enough times to know when a kid needs help.

“Oh, my god, Lezak! Get back here!”

Looking up from the clipboard in my hand, | see my dog sprinting toward me with
something in his mouth. Not even a second later, Mia appears in the doorway, dark
hair flying, and a frantic look on her face as she chases after him. My curiosity is
instantly piqued.

“Lezak, stop!” The dog keeps running. “Lezak, heel!”

“We haven't learned that one yet,” | call. Which only earns me a groan from her.

| squat down to meet the puppy at the same time Carter blows his whistle and yells,
“Walk!”

Miaflips him off over her shoulder and speeds up. Thankfully, there are no kids here
because we' d never get them to walk on the deck again. “Ronan, do not touch that!”

“Hey, boy,” | greet the pleased puppy once he reaches me. | pet him between his ears



with one hand while | take what | now realize is a bra from his mouth. It's deep
purple and lacey. Well, shit. “ Are you taking things that aren’t yours again?’

Miaslowsto astop right by us. “I’'ll take that back.”

When | look up, she's flushed, and holding her hand out. I'm not sure if it's
embarrassment or the jog that’s painted her cheeks. | stand, but keep the bra out of
her reach.

“Ronan, come on!” She still has her hand out, toes tapping against the deck, but the
red | can see on her ears confirms she's embarrassed. “ Give me the bra back. Y our
dog stoleit!”

“‘Stole’ seems like a harsh word, don’'t you think? He's a retriever, he retrieves.”
Being the glutton for punishment | am, | unfold the bra, and take a look at it, letting
out alow whistle. “Damn.”

With agasp, Mialungesfor it, but | move quicker. “Ronan, what the hell?’
I’m teasing her, making her squirm for fun. I’'m definitely not picturing this against
her pale skin or wondering why she has it at work but isn’'t wearing it. That would be

abad idea.

“You've shown no proof of ownership. I've heard bras are expensive. How do |
know—"

Smirking, she crosses her arms over her chest. “I'm at least a cup size bigger than
both Kat and Josie, who are the only other women here. Does that suffice?’

Although the statement has some interesting information in it, | don’t want to think
about the bras my friends' girlfriends wear. | hand it over to her. “How did he even



get it?”

Huffing, she awkwardly holds it in her hand, not having anywhere to put it. “The
strap on my bag broke. Y our dog decided it was a prized possession and took off with
it before | could pick everything up.”

“Maybe he just has good taste.” Giddy flutters whirl in my stomach when | see the
flush come up her cheeks again. “Correct me if I'm wrong, but don’t you usually
wear bras? Not bring them with you to work?’

A small smirk tugs at the corners of her lips, and I’'m suddenly less sure about my
teasing. “Because | have a date tonight and | need to leave right from work to get
there.”

My breath catches in my throat, forcing me to make an embarrassing sound | refuse
to put a name on. Her smirk grows, and | clear my throat. “And you need this bra
over the others you own?’

“Well, sure.” She shrugs. “It’s pretty, right? And a girl should always wear a pretty
bra on a date—whether it’ll end in hooking up or not.”

Instinctively, | take a step closer, my senses being assaulted by the faintest fragrance
of her perfume—something fresh and airy that blends with the chlorine. “ And are you
planning on the night ending with a hookup?’

Miagnaws at the corner of her lip, looking alittle less sure of hersalf. “Who knows? |
haven’'t met this person yet. | don’t know if I’ [l connect with them.”

A quick glance around the deck tells me we're the only ones here. No one is watching
us. | reach out, pulling her closer. She allows me. “Well, just remember, there is
someone you have a connection with.”



Her eyes flutter closed, and | fully expect her to close the distance between us, give
into the growing tension. At the last second, she steps back, leaving me stunned.
“What?’

“Let’s give this person a chance, Ronan,” she teases with a flirty smile. “Maybe I'll
find a connection with them. If not, | know where to find you.”

With a wink, she turns to head back toward the lobby, leaving me a stunned,
Sputtering mess. I’ve always been the one to flirt. Mia tends to go where | lead her,
but this will-she-won'’t-she thing isnew. And | think | like it.

| look down at Lezak, who's staring up at me with his tongue hanging out. “Next time
you steal her bra, | better get akiss out of it.”
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He barks in response before sprinting after her.

Later that night, I'm standing outside a trendy restaurant dressed in a button-down
and dress pants. Waiting for a blind date to arrive is not how | wanted to spend my
evening, but here | am. Kat's been bugging me about meeting one of her clients,
believing we'd hit it off, and I'd been avoiding the topic. But after holding Mias lacy
bra in my hand, something shifted in me. Especially knowing she was planning to
wear it for someone else.

If Miais being serious about finding someone special, someone who isn't me, then |
need to let go of whatever pipe dream | have surrounding her. And the only way to do
that isto start getting out there myself.

Jasmine had jumped at the opportunity to go out tonight. She'd replied to Katrina's
message within mere minutes, and suddenly | had a date and a new contact in my
phone.

| spent any free time | had during the day texting her, trying to get to know her even a
little before sitting across the table from one another. She didn't budge, too interested
in finding out where we were going and what she should wear.

| hate dates like this, where they require too much effort. I'd much rather go out to a
casual place, dressed in an outfit that doesn’t require the world's most uncomfortable
shoes and have a great time then fedl like I’ m putting on a performance.

A woman in a well-fitted gray dress that would look more at home in a courtroom
than on a date approaches me. Which made sense, considering all Kat told me was



that she's alawyer and might be coming straight from work.

Katrina hadn't been lying about how beautiful Jasmine was. But she's a beautiful
woman in a conventional way; the kind of beautiful a lot of people attribute to
athletes. Her beauty pales into comparison to the one person I'm trying to forget.

| give her awarm, charming smile as she approaches. "Y ou must be Jasmine."

Her smileistight, but polite. "Are you Roman?’

My hand falters mid-shake as the name registers, but | quickly recover. "It's Ronan,
actually."

Shetilts her head in confusion. "What is?"

"My name." | frown. "My name is Ronan, not Roman."

"Oh, I'm sorry." She laughs, flicking her long caramel hair over her shoulder. "I'm
horrible with names."

A trait that makes me question her ability as alawyer, but whatever. " Should we get
our table?’

She nods and then waits with an arched eyebrow until | move to pull the door open
for her and lead her up to the hostess stand. "Hi, | have areservation under O'Brien."

The hostess glances over the list before offering me a bright smile. "Right this way,
Mr. O'Brien."

Neither Jasmine nor | say anything on our way to the table, which is on the large
patio off the back of the restaurant. It's awarm, but beautiful night. Small fire pits are



scattered throughout the patio for cooler nights, but string lights with Edison bulbs
create a warm atmosphere, especially when paired with the small lanterns adorning
each table.

It's simple, but welcoming, and creates the perfect atmosphere for a first date. As
soon as Jasmine is situated across from me, though, | conclude she doesn't agree.

"Isthisal right with you?'

Startled, she looks up, and gives me another tight smile. "Fine."

"I don't mean to push, but I'm not sure | believe you?"

She shakes her head. "It's fine, | promise. | just don't like eating outside that much
because outside has bugs."

"Oh, | should have asked. | love eating outside.” Her grimace tells me this bit of
information isn't something she wants to hear. "I can see if they're able to move us
inside?'

"| said it's fine, Roman," she bites out and picks up her menu.

Sighing to myself, | ignore the name, and do the same.

Silence settles around us while we both look over the menu. So much silence that
we're both ready to order when our server approaches. She orders the salmon and an
expensive glass of wine, while | order a steak and alocal beer.

"I have to say, you're not what | expected when Katrinatold me you're an Olympian.”

Huh. | haven't heard that one before, and I'm not sure what it's supposed to mean.



"Well, I am," | reply. "I went in 2012 and 2016. | swam professionally from the time
| graduated from college until | retired at the beginning of 2018."
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She picks up her wineglass as soon as it hits the table, taking a long sip while
studying me. "And what sport did you do?"

"Swimming." | smile and thank the server for my beer. "It's been part of my lifefor as
long as | can remember, basically."

She hums under her breath. "Well, like | said, not what | was expecting."

| want to ask more questions, push the issue, and figure out what she means, but
someone at a nearby table catches my attention. Apparently, | wasn’t the only person
who thought this was a great place for afirst date, because Mias here with hers. The
one the brawas for. My brain short circuits.

She looks beautiful, with her hair styled in dark waves and makeup fairly neutral
except for the deep red lipstick. The loose-fitting cropped tee she's wearing
showcases her tattoos, but the grimace at whatever her date is saying is the thing |
notice most.

"Y ou know, | looked you up."

My attention snaps back to Jasmine, afrown forming on my lips. "I'm sorry, what?"'
She rolls her eyes, leaning back against her seat. "l said | looked you up online, but
you can't be surprised by that, right? Katrina told me your name, and it’'s a pretty

common thing for women to do these days. Plus, you're a professional athlete—"

"Was," | correct, but she doesn't seem to care. It makes sense | have to correct her,



she looked me up and still can’t get my name right.

"So | knew it'd be easy to get some information on you. Which is part of the reason
I'm shocked we're here for our date. Everything Isaw tells me you're a party boy who
only wants to have a good time. Definitely not the ‘sit in a cozy restaurant and talk
about our days' kind of guy."

"And I'm guessing that's a problem for you?' | hear the irritation in my voice, but |
can't help it. "Y ou knew where we were going. Why did you say yes?"

Jasmine shrugs, running along red nail around the rim of her wineglass. "I was bored
and have never dated an Olympian. | thought it could be fun.”

| know what those words mean. I've been the one to say them more times than | care
to admit, in some variation. | wanted to hang out, to get drunk, maybe hookup, but at
the end of the day, this isn't going anywhere. Jasmine isn't looking for a serious
relationship; 1'm not sure she's even looking for areal date.

Still, Kat set thisup, and | owe it to her to seeif | can salvage it.

"Well, that's not who | am anymore." | want to set those expectations right away.
"I've grown up a lot over the last few years. Hopefully, this night isn't a big
disappointment to you."

She gives me aflirty smile over her wineglass. "Well, that depends on where we end
it."

| bite back the grimace at the forward comment as she sips her wine. | didn't come
here with any intention to hookup, but it's clear she did. And while | am not opposed
to hookups on the first date, I've done it more than enough times, | can't shake the
feeling she came to this conclusion based on articles she read about a man who hasn't



existed in along time.

"Look, | would prefer we lay this all out on the table before we waste our time. | am
not sleeping with you tonight."

Her brow climbs up her forehead in surprise. "And you know that after only fifteen
minutes?"

"I knew it before | even met you. It's not personal—you are a very beautiful woman,
but | am looking for something real. Something more serious and | don't do hookups
anymore."

Her eyes flit across my face like she's looking for some kind of tell—a sign that what
| said isn't true. Maybe she thinks I'm pulling some kind of test on her, but it doesn't
matter. I'm not wavering on this. | don't want to hookup with anyone.

"Areyou using me as arebound?"

Her question catches me off guard, but I'm quickly distracted by the sound of
someone coughing loudly across the patio. My gaze snaps to Mia in time to see her
take a gulp from her water, cheeks flushed. Jasmine must notice when my attention is
lost because she follows my eyes over her own shoulder.

"Isthat your ex?' Her gaze lingers on Miafor a minute. "Her tattoos are cool as hell."
| don't know, but the compliment makes a smile tug across my lips. | don't know why,
but Jasmine didn't strike me as the type to be jealous of someone else's tattoos,
especially when it comes to as many as Mia. Though, personally, | can’'t agree with

her more.

"Not my ex. Just afriend I've known for awhile," | tell her.



Jasmine turns back to me with a shrug. "If you say so, but | still think you're looking
at thislike arebound.”

| have no interest in pouring my heart out to this woman | barely know, and don’t
particularly like. Especialy about a woman | barely had before | fucked it up and
spent years in a miscommunication-based hell just to get a sliver of her back in my
life. And now I'm too terrified to even let myself consider something happening
between the two of us.

"I have no intention of treating you like a rebound,” | assure her, my gaze flicking
back over to Mia, who is looking increasinglyuncomfortable, before focusing back on
my date. "I'm sorry if | gave you that impression.”

"It wouldn't be the first time things ended that way." A flirty smirk crosses her
features. "We could still have fun.”



Page 49

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:44 am

Dear god, how many times am | going to have to tell this woman I'm not sleeping
with her?

Out of the corner of my eye, | see Mia starting to look around for something or
someone. | manage to ignore Jasmine long enough for my gaze to lock with the
person I'd rather be with.

Surprise flashes across Mids features before it settles into something calmer. Her
attention turns back to her date when they start speaking again. When our eyes meet
again, she gives me alook of pure panic.

The look in her eyes screaming one thing.Help me.

| don't know what's going on, but my instincts are kicked into overdrive. | fish my
wallet out of my pocket, pulling out all the cash | have in there. It's more than enough
to cover dinner for both of us, but | feel bad for what 1'm about to do.

“I'm sorry," | tell Jasmine. "l swear | never bail on dates, but | need to go."

"What?' She gasps, face turning red. "What do you mean, you're leaving?"

"This was never going to work, Jasmine." | set the money on the table. "This will
cover both meals—feel free to get some dessert or something.”

"Are you telling me to keep the change? What the fuck is wrong with you?"

"I'm sorry," | say once more before I'm up.



| have no plan, no strategy for what to do or say. | don’t even know what's going on. |
feel the need to get Mia out of here. As | make my way across the patio, | can still
feel Jasmine's gaze on me. | silentlysend up a prayer to anything that's listening that
she won't make a scene.

But she'd betotally in the right to do so if she wanted.

When Miarealizes I'm coming to her aid, a smile tugs across her lips, and she feigns
surprise. "Oh, hi Ronan!"”

"Hey, Mia," | greet, coming to a stop at her table. She stands to briefly hug me, and it
takes everything in me to not pull her closer.

"Ronan, this is my date, Georgie." | smile at them, bidding them a small hello.
"Ronan and | work together at the swim club | was telling you about. He's one of the
coaches."

"Oh, right," Georgie replies, focusing on me. "She tells me you have an outdoor pool.
You must struggle with keeping backswimmers and other insects out of the water.
Y ou wouldn’'t want the kids getting bit."

Huh, that's an interesting way to greet someone.

"We do alot of maintenance to keep any bugs to a minimum,” | quickly say, praying
no one can overhear this. Bryce will kill meif I somehow make people think we have

abug infestation. "l guess | never knew what those were called.”

Lies. If you ever spent any time around water, especially lakes and streams, you've
dealt with those assholes.

Georgie shrugs. "Wedll, I'm an entomologist; it's kind of my job to know about bugs."



The quiet groan Mia makes before downing the rest of her wine tells me everything |
need to know.

"That's cool." | turn to her. "Mia, | hate to bug you, but we have an emergency at
work and are needed back at the club."

"We are?' she asks, eyebrows furrowed. | silently plead for her to go with it.

"Yes," | stress. "Bryce has been texting us, but you must have your phone on silent. |
saw you sitting here and decided to come grab you."

"What kind of emergency can you have at a closed swimming pool at eight o'clock at
night?"

WEell, gee, Georgie, | think,give me a second to come up with one.

"It's the lane lines." The words come stumbling out, so | guess that's what I'm going
with. "Carter was bringing them in and got tangled in them again. Apparently, it's
pretty bad thistime."

"Oh." Her eyes go comically wide. "Not again.”

She immediately starts gathering her things to stand. "Carter is a disaster. | don't
know why Bryce keeps letting him do this. I'm so sorry, Georgie, but | should go."

"It'sfine," they reply, standing to bid Mia goodbye. "Emergencies happen."
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"It was great meeting you, Georgie. | hate that it had to be in these circumstances,” |
say.

"Come on, Ronan, we need to go," Mia urges, tugging my arm. "I had alovely time,
Georgie."

Miais already dragging me through the restaurant before | can even wrap my mind
around what we just did. When we finally get out, she turns to me with a relieved
look.

"I don't think I've ever been so happy to see someone in my life," she breathes out.
"All we talked about was bugs."

| grin at the full-body shiver that goes through her at the mere mention. "Well, they
are an entomologist. I'm sure there are a lot of facts to share, considering there are
thousands of species out in the world."

She glares up at me. "But they should have more than one subject to talk about on a
date, Ronan. Besides, you didn't necessarily look like you'd found the one with your
date."

"Kat set usup,” | admit. "l guess she doesn't know me all that well yet. Jasmine came
to the date because she'd looked me up and felt confident we'd end up in bed."

| see the rage flare up in Mia's eyes, but she quickly morphs it into a comforting
smile. "That's a shitty way to approach a date. I'm sorry, Ronan."



With a small shrug, | squint against the setting sun. "Both our dates are over now,
which means our night is over. Unless you'd like to grab some dessert?"

She hesitates for a second, and | fully expect her to decline. I'll take her home, make
sure she gets in al right, and then go find some food for myself. But if there's even
the dightest chance she might want to spend time with me, I'm going to takeit.

"We had only gotten to the appetizers, and | couldn't even stomach those because of
the conversation.”

"Y ou mean creepy, crawly bugs." | watch her tense up. "Most of whom have more
than anormal amount of legs."

"Stop that!" She swats me across the chest but smiles when | laugh. "There will be no
more talk of bugs tonight. | want food, real food. And then we should definitely get
dessert."

“Are you sure we don’'t need to go save Carter from evil lanelines?’ | joke, following
as she leads me down the street. | have no idea where she's taking me, but to be
honest, | don't care. | think 1'd follow Mia Sheridan almost anywhere.

Miaturns to give me a smirk, continuing to walk backward. “It’s almost nine o’ clock
on a Saturday night and he’'s in love with his girlfriend. | think our pal is tangled up
in someoneel se tonight.”

| groan, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Why did you have to go there?’
Laughing, she turns back around, her skirt flowing in the soft summer breeze. “Come

on, O'Brien, there’'s usually a food truck around the corner and you have
notliveduntil you’' ve had their burritos.”



“We're having a nice night. I’'m almost scared to ruin it.”

| turn to look up at him in surprise. “Okay, well, now you have to tell me whatever
you were about to say. | don’t care if you ruin it.”

He hesitates for a moment, and | wonder if he realizes he even said that out loud.
“Thiskind of feels like how things felt before, you know?’

The word “before” hits me hard, all the different ways he means it is evident. Before
we slept together and changed everything. Before we spent every spare moment of a
year talking, talking more than our friends, who are in a committed relationship.
Before | treated him normally one day in Indianapolis, only to hate him with
everything in me the next day. Before, before, before. | miss the before.

“Yeah, it does’ | admit.

“You have to throw me a bone here, Mia,” he pleads. “1 can’t fix things between us if
| don’t know what | did, and | promise you | don’t know what | did.”

| swallow, and try to find the words, but they simply won’t come. Which is ridiculous
because | can vividly picture the day everything changed. The day | heard those
awful thingshe said and knew I’d never be more than a hookup to him. If he wasn’t
willing to defend my best friend, there’ s no way in hell he' d defend me.

“All 1 know is that we were fine that first day in Indianapolis,” he recalls. My heart
drops to the pit of my stomach. “I was signing autographs with Bryce, who was
having a small fight with Josie. We were fine. Then, after they worked everything
out, you and | suddenly weren’t fine.”

God, he knows. He knows exactly when everything happened. Remembers it eight
years |ater.



“1 heard you.”

His head tilts. And despite those words diding out of my mouth without my
permission, the look is pretty freaking adorable. “What?’

WEeéll, | guess there' s no turning back now.

| inhale along breath. “1 had gotten up to stretch my legs. | was walking around, and
| saw you watching the meet with a couple of college kids | didn’'t recognize.” His
eyes are wide. Heknows. “| was going to come down and sit with you, but stopped
when | heard what you said.”
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A panicked look crosses hisfeatures. “What did you hear, though?’

“They were talking shit about Josie, Ronan. Somehow, they’d figured out that she
and Bryce were sleeping together and were being horrible to her.”

“1 didn't say anything bad about Josie!” he defends, holding his hands up in mock
surrender. “| wouldneversay anything bad about Josie.”

Frustration bubbles inside me, ailmost to the boiling point. “That asshole called my
best friend desperate and said no one in their right mind would want her. You didn’t
correct him! You said, and | quote, ‘ people are entitled to fuck who they want.” | left
when he said he’ d never sleep with awhale.”

“And if you would have stuck around for even thirty seconds longer, you would have
heard me tell him to shut the fuck up!” Ronan’s voice has risen with mine, emotions
running high between the both of us. “Do you really think | wouldn’'t jump to her
defense, Mia? Are you kidding me?’

“Youdidn'tinitially!” | challenge.

“Yeah, because it was their secret!” he spits back. “They wanted to keep it quiet. |
was in a pretty hard position there; | couldn’t let them know they were right. And it
wasn't even for Bryce, he could handle it. | didn’t want idiots like that ruining things
foryou.”

“What are you talking about?’ | cross my arms across my chest, trying to stabilize
myself as yet another thing | thought | had figured out was suddenly on shaky



ground. “We didn’t need your protection.”

“Oh, believe me, | know that. The blog was starting to pick up traction. You were
doing well; | didn’t want some asshole kid ruining that for you by starting rumors.
Josie didn’t deserve to have her name dragged through mud, and | didn’t want them
to spread something about how you'’ re nothing more than groupies looking for sex.”

It all crashes around me, this illusion | had of Ronan for the last few years.
Everything | thought had been wrong. It'd been a lie. He wasn’t the villain of the
story. And he only came across that way because | decided to cast him in that role.

“1 was protecting my friends.” He's taking deep breaths, in through his nose and out
through his mouth. “All of them. | never agreed with Bryce wanting to keep things
quiet. | told him he'd risk losing everything, but | respected his wishes. Carter and |
were put in aweird place because people asked us all the time. Fans, the media, other
swimmers, and even random strangers wanted to knowif Bryce and Josie were
together. So yeah, sometimes | had to laugh at some cruel jokes, but | never let it get
personal.”

That...That's something | never thought about. We all give Bryce and Josie so much
shit for keeping things quiet and refusing to acknowledge what was between them for
so long, but | never stopped to think about how their decision affected us. Me, Carter,
and Ronan were pulled into something we weren’t part of. | only had to worry about
Josie, who didn’'t have the focus of as many people as Bryce did. With the eyes of so
many people on them, those two went to bat for not only Bryce, but Josie, too.

No one on the outside would look at Josie, or myself, and thinkthat girl is hooking up
with a swimmer. Because it didn't fit whatever bullshit narrative society painted.
When people tak about the girlfriend of a professional athlete, they have an
extremely specific picture in their head. I’ve aways known that, and |I'd wanted to
protect Josie fromit.



“l was up in the stands to watch a few races,” he continues, pulling me from my
thoughts. “When they saw me there, they came over, and started talking, like we were
bros, or something. | mostly ignored what they were saying, but eventualy, | had to
say something. They were being obnoxious. The comment you heard was meant to
shut them up, but it egged them on. When their comments started to get more
personal and pointed, | got pissed.”

It's so ridiculous—the need | suddenly feel to defend Josie. This all happened almost
eight years ago, but was the manifestation of all my worst fears. The rage is still
there, even though | know she doesn’t need me to protect her. In those rare moments
when she isn’t capable of handling herself, she has Bryce.

“lI don't think they expected me to start yelling at them about the importance of
respecting people and not making comments about someone else’s love life or their
personal appearance.” Ronan’'s voicepulls me back from the edge as I'm about to
tumble into a spiral, questioning whether, or not I'm still needed. “They definitely
didn’t expect meto tell their coach.”

| gape up at him. “You didn’t.”

God, the look of pure pride he has shouldn’'t be as sexy as it is. “ She was pretty mad,
which wasn't al that surprising. She benched them for at |least three meets.”

A laugh sputters out of me, and he grins, an amused glint in his eyes. He watches as |
findly fall apart. There are tears stinging the corners of my eyes from laughing so
hard before he finally joins in. Somewhere along the way, tears start streaming down
my face.

| can’t believe | stayed so mad over something | hadn’t fully witnessed. | disregarded
the person | knew and started to believe the rumors because, when | heard those
words leave his mouth, | let myself think the worst. | let myself believe that if he



could say something cruel like that about Josie, there was no way he didn’t regret
what had happened between us.

| let myself believe rumors and facades over what | knew in my own heart and soul to
be true. And | have alot to make up for.

Strong arms pull me against a solid chest. It’s a strange sensation to be hugged while
you'’ re simultaneously laughing and crying. | don’t push him away.

“Does this mean you don’t hate me anymore?’ Another laugh escapes him as he steps
back, hands resting on my shoulders. “Because | missed being your friend.”

“No, | don’'t hate you.” | wipe the corners of my eyes. “And I’'m sorry, Ronan. For
letting your reputation cloud my own judgment, | knew you better than that. | should
have come and talked to you.”

“Why didn’t you? Y ou have to know I’ d never lie to you.”

“1...1 think | was scared,” | admit. “Even though everything was fine between us, |
never let myself believe we'd be okay after what happened in Omaha and, | guess,
hearing you say that solidified it for me.”

“Mia” | turn away at the broken sound of his voice, but a gentle hand grips my arm
and turns me back to face him. “Is that why you said that night was the biggest
mistake you’ ve ever made?’

God, Ididsay that. There are so many things | wish I’d never said and never done now
that | know the whole truth. Or, at least, what | think is al the truth. “I was hurt,

Ronan. It’s not an excuse, but it’s my truth.”

“1 know, and we can go back and forth apologizing for what we each should have



done or said, but it's pointless. We're not there anymore; we're not those people. All
I’m asking is for the truth now.”

The way his piercing green eyes stare at me sends a shiver up my spine; it was a gaze
similar to the one | got when | straddled his lap al those years ago. “Yeah, | guessit

was.
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His bottom lip disappears between his teeth, and | want to free it, to get him to say
whatever he was trying so hard not to say right now. “Whatever you may have
thought, I want you to know that | don’t regret that night. | never wanted to pressure
you into anything, but | wanted you then. That night was pretty great, if you ask me.”

A faint blush coats my cheeks. “It was, wasn't it?’

The cheeky grin that is known for getting women into trouble with him appears, and
all the tension between us disappears. This is the man | missed, the one who was my
friend and who could always make me laugh. “I’ ve never gotten any complaints, you

know.”

| laugh, shoving him lightly. His laugh floats through the air as | link my arm through
his so we can keep walking. “I’'m glad we're friends again, Ronan.”

His hands dlide into his pockets, keeping step withme. “Me too.”

“Joy is going to be so proud of me.” My comment earns me a snort of laughter.
“What? She is! I’ve officially been on five dates, and | fixed a longtime feud with
someone.”

“Does this one count? Because | definitely saved you from this one.”

My eyes widen as | look up at him. “Because the only thing they could talk about
were bugs, Ronan.”

“That’ s because they’ re an entomologist, Mia.”



“Yes, in food production and disease prevention.” | shiver. “I’'m going to have
nightmares about bugs crawling on my food and giving me diseases.”

“1 think it’s safe to say you and the entomol ogist don’t have a future together.”

“Stop making fun of me,” | whine. “This also means I'll have to tell Bryce and Josie
the real reason I’ ve been a jerk to you.”

“Bryce knows. | mean, about what happened in Indianapolis. | told him when it
happened, because | wanted him to know. He doesn’'t know that’s why you’ve been
SO mean.”

For the second time tonight, my jaw drops open. “Hewhat?’

“Yeah.” Ronan grins. “And | think that he told Josie.”

“So, this whole time I've been keeping this from them to protect her and they’ve
known?’ He nods and | groan. “God, I’ m never going to hear the end of this.”

A couple of days later, the six of us are at Bryce and Josi€'s, ready for another game
night. Honestly, | don't know why we keep doing this to ourselves. The night always
ends with one of the guy's pouting and us girls moving out to the patio with glasses of
wine while theyargue about the real winner. | guess that's what happens when you try
to do anything competitive with a bunch of Olympians. They aways like to win.

The first thing everyone noticesis that Ronan and | drove together. He offered to pick
me up since he passes my apartment on the way from his condo. Carter is getting out
of his own car with Kat when we pull in, his eyes widening when he spots me in the
passenger sedt.

He's storming into the house ahead of us, calling for Bryce.



"What?' Bryce questions, coming out of the kitchen with atowel in his hands. "Why
are you screaming at me, dude?"

“Am | dead? Because | think I’'m in some aternate universe.”

"What?' | want to roll my eyes at how overly dramatic Carter is being. Bryce is just
more confused. "What are you talking about?"

"Your boyfriend is the most dramatic person | have ever met," | tell Kat, who's
standing next to me in the entranceway.

Josie comes jogging down the stairs, brows furrowed. "What the hell is going on?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out,” Bryce says. "Carter came running in here and
asked if he's dead.”

Josie' s brow furrows. "What? Why would he be dead?"

"Carter is freaking out because | drove Mia here and he happened to arrive at
basically the same time."

At Ronan's explanation, it goes deadly silent. Carter and Kat seem to wait with bated
breath for the other two's reactions. Josie and Bryce, however, are doing that

annoying silent communication thing she and | perfected years ago.

"Stop that." | snap my fingersin front of Bryce's face. "It's only cute when Josie and |
do it. Just say whatever you want to say."

"Did you kidnap her?' Bryce asks hesitantly.
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Josie jogs down the rest of the stairs, coming to a stop in front of me and grabbing my
face in both hands. "Did you hit your head? Do you have amnesia?’

"I will count to two and you better—"

Her hands drop immediately. "Nope, definitely still our normal Mia." She turns a
glare to Ronan. "What happened?"

| kick off my sandals by the door. "And here | thought you'd all be happy we made
up.”

As | walk into the living room to get comfortable, four voices are fighting to be heard
over one another. | can barely make out Ronan's amused laugh. When | collapse on
the couch, he takes a seat next to me. Everyone else gathers around like I'm about to

tell them a ghost story or something.

"We need to know what happened!" Josie demands, but she's looking a little too
pleased for my liking.

| look at Ronan, only for him to shrug.
"Remember the dates we both had the other day?' | ask. "Well, they suck."
Katrinalooked at Ronan with a gasp. "Jasmine sucks?"

He grimaces, clearly embarrassed about having to talk badly about one of her clients,
but he seemsto recover rather quickly. "Kind of the worst, actually. She was mad that



| didn't live up to the reputation she'd found online."
"No." Kat groans, leaning against Carter. He pats her shoulder comfortingly. "She
always seemed to be so put together, | thought she was looking for someone more

serious.”

He frowns. "I think the only way she's settling down is by renovating her house.” A
moment passes before he adds, "But mine wasn't nearly as bad as Mia's!"

"Don't listen to Ronan!” | protest. “Georgie wasn't that bad, they just...could only
talk about their work."

Josie's brow furrows. "But isn't Georgie an entomol ogist?'

"Mm-hmm. We only talked about bugs for the forty-five minutes we were together.
Which, did you know cockroaches can live almost seven days without their head? |
didn't, but now | do."

"Oh, ew." Bryce grimaces. "At |least the conversation shifted when you were eating?"

"Oh, no." | shake my head. "No, the facts just shifted to bugs in food. Which is a
thing, even if you can't see them."

| swear Bryceturnsalittle green.

"I finally intervened the third time | saw Mia gagging while trying to eat flatbread,"
Ronan jumps in. "Jasmine didn't seem too sad to see me go."

"But how does any of this get us here?"

"After Ronan saved me, we talked. A lot," | explain, looking over at him. "To be



honest, | was getting tired of holding it in. | opened up to him about why | was mad,
got some answers, and found out that | didn't need to hide it from you, because
everyone knew. Except Kat."

Confused, Bryce looks at Ronan, who immediately answers. "Summer Nationals in
2017, asshole college kids."

His confusion deepens for a whole second before realization dawns on him. "Oh!
Those assholes. Wait, you were mad at him for that? He told me about it

immediately. Carter, too. | told Josie that night."

| can feel how red my cheeks are. "Well, | know that now! | had no way of knowing
that then and Josie had already been pissed off at you once that trip."

Josie's looking at me in amusement. "Well, | guess | was wrong."

"What do you mean?"

" She thought it had to do with you guys hooking up in Omaha," Bryce responds.

"What?'

The exclamation comes from three people: me, Ronan, and, surprisingly, Carter.

"Oh, come on. Y ou were not as sneaky as you thought you were. | ran into Ronan in
the hallway going back to his room."
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"And you were wearing the same clothes with your makeup from the previous night
smeared." Josie points at me. "You never sleep in the shirt you wore all day, and
youalwaystake your makeup off.”

Well, fuck. Apparently, there never were any secrets between us. They all knew what
| was so upset about and the secret we thought we managed to keep was clocked by

everyone but Carter.

Ronan clears his throat. "Well, this has been an enlightening evening so far. Are there
any other questions before we stop talking about the past?"

In that moment, | want to hug him. I'm not ready to face every aspect of the past. The
last few days have been more than enough for me. It feels almost like my entire

viewpoint is shifting, and | don't know what to do.

"Are you two together now?" The question comes from the only person in our little
group who hasn't talked much, Katrina.

"No," Ronan and | reply in unison, the unsaidbutlingering in the silence that follows.
"Okay, then," Bryce replies. "What do we want to play first?"

I’m in the kitchen for another drink when Carter comesin. | nod to the bottle of wine
I’m opening, and he comes over to me with a nod.

“I'm a little embarrassed to admit I’'m apparently the only one who was clueless
about you guys hooking up.”



| hand him the full glass, leaning against the counter. It’s been awhile since I’ ve had
a good chat with him and now seems as good as time as any. “Honestly, that makes
me feel a little relieved. Maybe we weren’'t so obvious.” | take a sip of my wine
before remembering my conversation with Kat months ago. “But | do need to tell you
that your girlfriend clocked it immediately.”

He groansinto his wineglass. “Why would you tell me that? Now | feel really dumb.”

“You had a lot going on back then,” | argue, smiling at him. “Y ou’d just made your
first Olympic team, and | didn't see you much after that night. Not until the next
summer when everything went to hell.”

“l was so confused in Indianapolis. First, Josie was pissed at Bryce, then you were
pissed at Ronan—I was getting whiplash. Not that both instances weren’t justified. |
get it. | don’'t blame you for being angry with him.”

“Really?” The surpriseisclear in my voice. “You don’t?’

“Not at all.” He sets his glass down on the counter before leaning against it. “When
he told us what happened, my initial reaction was anger, too. Anger at him for even
putting himself in that situation and anger toward the assholes who said it. It took me
a while to realize he was in a different position than | would ever be and that his
reaction would be different.

“l mean, yeah, people knew Bryce and Ronan got along, but they never guessed how
close they were. When it came to me, Bryce and | were always lumped together.
Which makes sense with us being best friends forever and me transferring to his
team. Still, it meant no one would attempt to talk about Bryce in front of me. Not the
way they would with Ronan.”

“And his reputation probably didn’t stop them from thinking they could,” | point out.



“Exactly,” Carter agrees. “It took me a while to realize he was defending them in the
only way he knew how.”

“I can’'t believe | never considered it. | was so worried Josie would end up
heartbroken that | took everything at face value and went with it. | was so angry for
so long and he couldn’t even tell me the truth because | never let him know where the
anger came from.”

“He understands,” he assures me. “Ronan...He dealt with the consequences that came
from his reputation more than he alluded to. People never took him seriously and
people tended to make a spectacle of him instead of being honest. | actually think the
way you handled it might have been a relief to him, because you continued to prove
you were different.”

But | haven't been doing that over the last several months. Instead, I’ ve been treating
him horribly, letting him think that | truly believed the rumors and the stereotypes. |
used his reputation to hide my own hurt, to pretend like this man couldn’t touch me
when, in reality, he was aways one of the few who cut through my own bullshit.

“Forget everything that’s happened since you started at Adair,” Carter says. “I know
what you're thinking, Mia. That was a defense mechanism, and he knows that.”

My gaze drifts toward the living room, where | could hear Ronan’s laugh before
settling back on Carter. “But how does he know that?’

“When he retired and everyone was accusing him of doping, you stood by him. Y ou
didn’t listen to any of those rumors and never once let your anger cloud your
judgment. When every other media outlet turned their back on him, you refused.”

Flushing, | look down at the wineglass in my hand. “That was a joint statement from
both Josie and me.”



“You wrote it, though.”

He laughs when | look up at him with wide-eyed surprise. “How do you know that?’

“Come on, Mia, you and Josie have distinct voices. Even back then. Bryce and |
knew it came from you, and Ronan did, too.”

A thick lump isforming in my throat, but | swallow against it. I'm determined not to
cry in this kitchen because Ronan and Josie will see it the second | join the rest of the
group. “I knew he didn’t cheat.”

Carter nods, reaching for his wine, and pushing off the counter. “Like | said, the two
of you have always seen each other for who you are. That's why you’'re here. Don't
doubt that.”
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He gives my arm a gentle squeeze before he heads to the living room. | take a few
deep, steadying breaths, pulling myself together before | go out to face everyone
again. Everything shifted between us tonight and | don’t know where it’s going to go,
but | hope we get the chance we should have taken all those years ago. This can be
our fresh beginning.

Ronan is laughing at something Josie had said when | enter the room, but his eyes
brighten, and his grin grows when he sees me. Contentment settles in the pit of my
stomach as | settle beside him on the couch. “What were you laughing at?’

“Did you know Bryce and Carter have matching tattoos?’

| turn my head to gape at him. “No!”

Bryce groans, but Carter lets out an indigent, “What the fuck, man?’

My gaze snaps back to Josie and her wide grin.

“Don’'t look at me.” Bryce points a finger at Carter. “You told your girlfriend, so |
had to tell my girlfriend.”

“But we didn’t have to tell the whole group!”
Josie hides behind her glass of wine. “Oops. Must have had alittle too much wine.”

“Oh, please.” Brycerollshis eyes. “Y ou knew exactly what you were doing.”



“They’re waves,” Ronan murmurs to me.

“Oh, my god,” | breathe, shifting to look at my best friend. “You have to tell me
everything!”

"Hey, Kat!" | jog across the parking lot to catch her before she reaches her car. She
turns at the sound of her name and waits for me to catch up. "Hey, do you have a
minute?"

She arches a brow. "Sure, but something about the look in your eye is making me a
little unsure if that's the right answer."

"I need to ask you afavor. | want to ask Mia out on a date.”

In the two weeks since we talked everything out, I’ ve seen a shift in the two of us.
The way we still gravitate toward one another, find each other across a room. We've
worked at getting that foundation back underneath us. I’'m not going to waste it this
time. They always say you have to ask for the things you want, and | am more than
ready to ask.

"Okay, but that's usually a one-person job." She leans against her car, crossing her
arms over her chest. "What could you possibly need me for?'

"I want to surprise her. I'm not sure shell say yes if | ask. Things are better, but
they're not perfect and I'm not sure she's ready to fully look past everything that
happened.”

"S0 you want to trick her? That doesn't seem like it's going to go any better."

WEell, when she says it like that, it makes me fedl like adick.



"Be honest with me, Kat. Do you think Miaand | could be good together?' | ask.

She sighs out in defeat. "Yes, | think you guys could be great together, actualy. Mia
deserves to be happy, and you aready follow her around like a lovesick puppy. |
mean, serioudly, you' re worse than your dog.”

"Don't | deserve to be happy, too?"

"Like | said, Mia deserves to be happy. Tell me the plan and then I'll decide if | want
to help you."

WEell, | guess| better redly sell it, then. "Okay, so..."

Even as | walk up to Mias door, | can't believe Katrina actually agreed to help me
and managed to pull it off. I made her promise not to tellanyoneabout tonight, in case
it blows up in my face. The plan is simple: Kat was supposed to offer to set Mia up
on a date, a show of support in her mission to get back out there. | then told her, in
detail, every plan | have for the date and asked her to passit onto Mia

Apparently, she'd been intrigued by everything going through Kat instead of being
forced to share awkward text messages with someone she didn't know. Kat also made
sure to point out that Mia had no qualms about getting set up by her, despite my
situation with Jasmine.

| let Kat have the win.
| reach Mia's door and inhale a deep breath before reaching up and knocking. | hear
movement on the other side before the door opens to reveal Mia. Confusion instantly

overcomes her features.

My breath is taken in that instant. She looks stunning; comfortable, like | requested,



but stunning enough to stand out in any crowd. Her wide-leg pants flow and the old
school band tee knotted at her waist highlights two things | love about her: her tattoos
and her waist.
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"Ronan?' She leans against the open door with a frown. My focus is pulled to the
muted rose color on her lips. "What are you doing here? | can't talk long. | have a
date."

Despite knowing a date is coming, she isn’'t kicking me out. She is focusing on the
friend who's a her door instead of worrying about someone who's coming, like | had
known she would.

"What time is your date supposed to be here?"

She glances down at the dainty gold watch on her wrist, a frown forming. "Right
now."

| frown back. "Oh, he's late."

She peeks her head out to look down the hall before ducking back in with a shrug.
"Life happens; people are |ate sometimes."

"Don't even try to pull that with me, Mia." | grin. "l know tardiness is one of your
least favorite things, so it's a good thing your date is standing right here."

Her arms cross over her chest. "What are you talking about, Ronan? Kat set me up—"

"With a new client who is looking to update his bachelor pad,” | recite. "He's new to
the city and wants a fun evening out with no commitment required.”

"How do you possibly know all that?' she demands, hands on her hips now. "Did you



set Kat up to this?'

"His nameis Ryan, right?' | ask with asmirk.

"Oh, my god, you asshole!" She's laughing as she shoves me lightly, so | don't take
the insult to heart. "Come in while | finish grabbingmy things."

| step inside the apartment, shutting the door behind me and watch as Mia walks over
to the couch. Her place is exactly how | pictured it. A workstation is set up at the
window in the living room, overlooking whatever view she has. The couch has
blankets folded across the back, pillows on either end to create a cozy atmosphere.
There are pictures hanging on the walls, showcasing her eclectic taste, and somehow
pulling it al together to make it unquestionably Mia.

"Why didn't you ask me out like a normal person?' She's sitting on the arm of the
couch, slipping on a pair of flats. "Y ou tricked Katrinainto asking me for you."

| stuff my hands in the pockets of my jeans, suddenly unsure if | want to own up to
this—own up to the truth that | wasn't sure it'd work in my favor if | asked her
myself. | hadn't been brave enough to face what felt like the very real possibility that
Miawould reject me.

"I wasn't sure you'd say yes," | admit quietly. She looks up from her shoes to stare at
me with wide eyes. | shrug. "Having Katrina tell you she wanted to set you up
seemed like a safer option."

"After the success rate she has with you, I'm surprised you took the chance." She
stands, grabbing her bag. "All right, what are we doing tonight?"'

She's not turning me down, not kicking me out. Instead, she's standing before me,
looking like a redlization of every dream | never let myself dream, ready to go out



with me.

"Well, that's for me to know and you to find out." | grin. "Are you ready to go?"

We fall into easy small talk as she leads me out, locking her apartment behind us. She
tells me about some of the marketing clients she has right now, and | fill her in on
how I'm concerned Emmiemight not be taking this as serious as I'd hoped. We keep
talking about whatever comes to mind as | navigate toward downtown.

| manage to find a parking spot fairly close and lead her to the small cafe the date will
be taking place at. For this first date, we're doing something completely out of my
comfort zone. It' Il hopefully give me the chance to show Mial’ m the man she always
believed me to be by showing that | listen to her interests and take her desires into
account.

But if | accidentally burn anything, | hope she takes some pity on me.

"So we're doing dinner?' she speculates. She linked our arms together the second |
came around my SUV to join her on the sidewalk and hasn't let go since. "Is that the
plan?'

"We are technically doing dinner," | reply, reaching for the door to the cafe. "But it
might not happen in the way you're expecting.”

Eyeing me curioudly, she steps through the door and stops at the hostess stand. | give
the hostess my name and she marks us off before leading us up awinding staircase in
the back. Mia gasps when we reach the top, but says nothing else as we're led to our
stations.

The hostess takes our drink order before disappearing back downstairs.



The second we're alone, Mia turns to me. "Are you serious, Ronan? A cooking
class?

Her hazel eyes are practically gleaming with excitement, and | don't care how many
things | burn if it means | get to see this. Grinning down at her, | nod. "Y eah, are you
surprised?’

"Um, yes, absolutely! | never would have guessed you'd pick something like this. |
know why you're always eating at Bryce and Josi€'s.”

"When you have the same delivery person five daysin arow, it gets alittle pathetic,”
| reply, my cheeksflush. "I can't promise I'm going to be good at this."
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She bumps her shoulder into mine. "Well, it's a good thing you have someone who's
excellent at this on your team."

"And I'm the one with the ego?"

Over the next three hours, | have one of the best nights of my life. The menu is so far
over the limited skill set | have. Mia, on the other hand, looked in her element, only
brightening even more when we got to the dessert portion. | already knew this is
where she excels the most, but doing it with her was something else entirely. With an
ease only someone like Mia could possess, she guided me when | became lost, but
didn't make me feel awkward about it.

The couple across from us, however, was a totally different story. In between our
own cooking, Mia and | spent time listening in on the fight they were having; it was
fueled by competitive natures at war with one another, each unable to give up control.
We weren't the only ones paying attention to them, either.

At the end of the night, Mia links our arms together again, allowing me to lead her
back to the car. Only then do we actually bring up the couple.

"I have never heard such petty arguments before,” she comments. "And if you want
this night to keep being as magical as possible, you will say nothing about the last
couple of months."

"| was going to say years," | tease. "But, yeah, months work, too."

"What did | just say?"



We come to a stop at my car, and | set the leftovers on the hood right before she
wraps her arms around my neck, pulling my focus down to her. My hands land on her
hips.

"Do you think they're going to breakup or make up?’

"To be honest? | don't care.” | lean in until my forehead is resting against hers. |
squeeze her hips lightly. "I'm more interested in our fate. You said tonight has been
magical ?*

She bites at the corner of her lip, trying to hide her growing smirk. | want to pull it
free, relish in the feeling of it moving against mine.

So that'swhat | do.

Her gasp of surprise is quickly swallowed, and | can feel the way she melts against
me. All the tension she seems to carry at all times eases in my arms. That is more
than enough for me.

Mia closes the rest of the distance between us. Taking any excuse to deepen the kiss.
| grasp her chin in one hand, tilting her head until the angle isjust right.

For better or worse, I've kissed a lot of women in my life; 1've experienced kisses so
bad they made me want to flee the country, and I’ ve experienced kisses so good they
made my toes curl. But this...this is better than anything | have ever and will ever
experience in my life. It's better than the angry kisses we'd exchanged. Better than the
kisses we shared in Omaha.

Because with each glide of our lips, this starts to feel more real. There's hope in this
kiss—hope that reminds me we can still have everything we wanted, even though we
left it broken at one time. Hope that | have someone in my life who wants to hold on



to me. Someone who will proveto meit'sworth it to stay.

She pulls away with a deep breath, heavy-lidded hazel eyes looking up at me through
dark lashes. We're both trying to catch our breath, chests heaving against one another.
There's only one thing on my mind, but | can't utter the words out loud. | can't ask
that of her.

"Ronan," she breathes, brushing her fingers through the hair at the back of my head.

"Hmm?" | hum, leaning down to steal one more quick kiss.

"I think I'd like to go home now."

Fuck. The moment crashes around me the way | should have anticipated it doing.
Still, there's nothing worse than watching things you long for be snatched away
before your very eyes.

Dropping my hands to my side, | try to put as much space between us as | can with
me pressed against the hood of my car. She doesn't give me any room to move.
"Right." | clear my throat. "I'll take you home."

"Ronan." She grabs my wrist, forcing me to a stop before | can squirm away from
her. | meet her gaze, waiting for the rgjection I'm sure to get. "Would you like to stay
the night?

Double fuck.

With one small question, every hope I'd been holding onto comes flooding back. |
don't know why it takes my breath away, but I'm shocked by the forwardness of it all.
She was the one who crawled into my lap al those years ago; she was the one who
made me lose my mind with a few small movements and words. Now here she is



doing it again.
| clear my throat once, then twice more, not trusting myself to say anything coherent
right now. Thisis Mia, for crying out loud. I've wanted this for longer than | care to

admit.

She flashes a flirtatious smile, and | can’t help but wonder how her goddamn lipstick
isstill perfect when we've spent the evening eating and drinking.

| can think of afew waysto messit up, though.

"Are you going to answer me or just stand there, looking at me like you're ready to do
this here and now?"
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“Canwe pick up my dog?’ Why thefuckis that the first thing | say?

Her amusement just grows, hazel eyes twinkling with it. “Y es, we can break the rules
of my lease and sneak the puppy in.”

| surge forward, pulling her into a kiss that's also different from all the rest of them.
This oneis deep, passionate. It has intent from the second our lips connect.

She groans into me, her body practically going boneless. | scoop an arm around her,
keeping her upright.

When | pull away this time, a dazed look has replaced the flirty smile. It brings a
smirk to my own lips. | give her one last peck on the cheek, removing my arm from
her waist. "Get in the truck, Sheridan.”

Thistimeis nothing like last time.

There's no TV playing in the background, no blinding lights surrounding us, no
adrenaline from making an Olympic team, nor the impending fear that someone will
end up walking in on us.

This time, it's just Mia and me. And a confused golden retriever on a leash. By the
time we reach her apartment, heavy rain pours down around us, making the
streetlights look hazy asthey glimmer off every raindrop on Mids face.

She's holding my hand, and | can't help but stop and pull her closer. She holds my
gaze with an intense look. | want her more than I've ever wanted anyone. | want to



feel her underneath me as | press her into the mattress. | want to know if her light
scent tastes as good as it smells. | want to relive every moment from that night so
long ago, but make it better. Because this means something different now.

We're not kids figuring our lives out anymore; we're confident adults, looking for
someone to build alife with.

"Mia," | murmur right before | capture her top lip between mine. With a shiver, she
curls closer to me. | move to deepen the kiss.

We stand in the rain, lost in each other, until her hands reach up to run along my jaw.
That's when | feel the tremble in them and remember we should get inside. Lezak
tugs on his leash in agreement.

Once | pull away, | press a lingering kiss to the top of her forehead, breathing in the
scent of her shampoo.

"We should go inside," she breathes out before | get the chance.

Reluctantly, | pull away from her enough to allow her to lead me into her building. |
have every intention of dragging her closer and resuming the moment the elevator
doors slide closed, but at the last minute, an older woman calls out for us to hold the
door.

And shelives two floors above Mia.

So instead of pressing her against the wall and making her melt, | keep my hands to
myself and try to be on my best behavior, while Mia makes small talk with her
neighbor. Eventually, the doors slide open on Mia's floor, and we depart with a wave
before rushing down the hall.



| try to wait patiently behind her as she unlocks the door, but the anticipation is too
much. | slide an arm around her waist and pull at her shirt until it’s untucked, fingers
sneaking underneath to touch bare skin. Mia gasps, the door finally open.

I’m done behaving.

As soon as we step into her entryway, | spin her around until | can kiss her. | hear her
bag and keys clatter to the floor but am too distracted to care. Instead, | bend slightly,
my arms winding around her thighs before | lift her into my arms, the action
immediately breaking our kiss.

"Ronan!" Her hands scramble to grip my shoulders, her legs tightening around my
waist.

My attention, however, is drawn to her neck. | kick the door shut behind me. With a
groan, she cranes her neckback to give me more access. When | take a step toward

the hall, her legs tighten around me in a quick warning.

Breathing hard, | pull myself away from her neck and look at her with a frown. Has
she changed her mind?

"The door," she breathes out, fingers tangling in my arms.
| stare at her for less than a second before the meaning of her words catches up with
me. | step closer to the door, reaching behind me for the lock as | dive back into her

neck. She giggles before squirming in my arms until she can reach the lock.

| rest my forehead against her shoulder, catching my breath until | hear the click of
the lock. "Now can | take you to bed?"

Mia's smiling when she leans down to connect our lips again, both her hands cradling



my jaw. This kiss is softer than the others, but | don't care, because with this kiss, |
get to remember what it feels like to have her smile pressed against mine.

| groan when she pulls away again, but she just presses a kiss to the corner of my
mouth and squirms until | put her down. “Let me get Lezak some water and make
sure he's comfortable.”

Her simply caring about my dog shouldn’t be the turn on that it is, but | stand there
dumbfounded as she grabs her bag and keys, stashing them on atable he can’t reach,
fills a bowl of water, and makes him a warm spot on the floor with blankets. In less
than a couple minutes, she’s coming back to where | still stand and my body moves
on instinct, lifting her into my arms again.

Once we make it to the bedroom, | relax, and let Mia take control for a bit. Just as |
suspected, she's immediately into it. Her fingers move under the hem of my shirt,
swiftly pulling it up, and over my head. Both of us smiling as we separate for that
brief moment.



Page 59

Source Creation Date: July 9, 2025, 7:45 am

In that space, | take a second to look at her. Her makeup dlightly smudged from the
rain and the kissing, her hair in disarray. | reach behind her, removing the clip
holding the strands in place, watchingas it tumbles around her shoulders. With a
gentle touch, | cradle her chin, watching as her hazel eyes darken ever so slightly.

She'd left a lamp on in her bedroom, which now casts a warm glow over the room
that gives her an almost ethereal |ook.

| press our lips together once more, groaning as a hand traces over me before she
reaches for my belt. In a blur of heated kisses and roaming hands, we get ourselves
stripped down to our underwear. | groan when | trace along Mia's left breast, feeling
the lace beneath my fingertips. | pull back long enough to look at the bra, seeing the
familiar purple lace.

"You wore it for someone else, again?' | frown, tracing the intricate floral pattern,
feeling Mia shiver in my arms. "Purple is my favorite color."

"I know." She sighs. "It was a deciding factor."

My gaze snaps to her eyes, my frown deepening. "Mia, if you tell me you knew | was
going to show up at your door—"

"You're going to what?' She's got an intimidating, and sexy, as hell teasing smirk on
her face as she shoves me toward what | hope is the bed. In all honesty, I've been too
distracted to pay attention to the room’s layout. "Isn't this ending exactly how you
wanted it to?"



Does it make me an asshole to say yes?

The back of my legs hit the edge of the bed, and | sit. Her hands go to my shoulders,
gripping tightly. "I asked Kat—"

"Kat didn't tell me anything. | saw the two of you talking in the parking lot and then
she called me. | was kind of hoping it'd be you."

"Glad | didn't disappoint,” | whisper, running my hands along her bare sides, feeling
the soft, smooth skin beneath my fingers.

She squeezes my shoulders, and | pull her closer until she climbs onto my lap. Her
thighs rest on either side of my hips as she settles against me in away that has both of
us hissing in pleasure.

She sighs, slowly moving her hips in a circular motion that has me instantly harder,
the movement offering just enough friction through the thin layers of fabric
separating us. "I never thought this would happen again.”

Her admission sends another wave of want through me. My hands grip her hips,
leading her in the slow movements. | want to clear all barriers between us, feel her
sink down on my dick, and watch the blush spread up her whole body as she rides
me.

| place lingering, open-mouthed kisses along the edge of her bra, reaching behind her
to take it off, and instantly replace the fabric with my mouth.

"Ugh." She groans, hips moving a little more frantically as | move to give the other
the same attention. "I need you."

| lean up until | can press our foreheads together, stealing a lingering kiss. "l need



you," | admit, "and |'ve spent the last nine years hoping this would happen again."

She pulls me into another kiss and guides me down against the bed until she can lean
over me, our bare chests coming together. She trails kisses down my chest, her hand
reaching below the waistband of my briefs, wrapping around me.

| can't help but grind into her warm hand as she strokes me, clearly enjoying teasing
me. She presses kisses along the band of my boxer briefs. Heat flaresin my chest as |
realize what she's offering.

"No." | groan, tangling my fingersin her hair. She looks up at me, startled. | lead her
back up my body and roll us so I'm hovering over her one more time. "I need you,
Mia," | whisper against her cheek.

She turns her head to pull me into another kiss, her leg wrapping around my hips in
an attempt to pull me closer while | fumble for a condom.

"Fuck." I grunt when | realize the box is still sealed. | can feel her gaze as | move to
tear into it, grinning triumphantly when | have one.

She's looking at me in amusement. "Has it been just you and your hand for a while,
babe?'

"I haven't dlept with anyone in eight months." | move back over her, finding the spot
on her neck | know makes her squirm. Her instant reaction makes me smile. "I'm
clean, but we should do this safe, right? What about you?"

She nods. "Not since Bianca, but at least | have toys."

The mental images popping up in my head are magnificent, but definitely not better
than having her beneath me. "Fuck, baby," | push down the lace underwear, which



matches the bra. "WEe'll revisit that another night."

"Promise?' She bats her eyelashes at me, her foot attempting to push my briefs down.
| finish the job for her and instantly start kissng my way down her chest and
stomach, stopping randomly to suck bruises into the pale skin.

"Ronan." She gasps when | make it between her legs. "Not now," she pleads. "l want

you.

Well, I'm definitely not one to disappoint a woman.

The moan we both let out as | push in takes me back to the first time, and | hope | can
feel it again and again. | still for a second, letting us both get used to the feeling.
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But her legs wrap around me, pushing at me, her head laid back against a pillow.
"Ronan," she whines, pulling mein again. "Move."

Nothing pulls you out of a dead sleep as effectively as a phone call in the middle of
the night.

The shrill ringing breaks through the still silence of Mia's bedroom, jerking me from
a blissful dream featuring the woman beside me. A second before reality catches up
with me, | stare up at the ceiling. Then | reach for the phone, fumbling to answer it,
barely glancing at the screen.

Mia's bedside clock glares 1:42 a.m. back at mein aharsh bluelight. “’ello?’

“Coach Ronan?’ Emmie€’'s voice sounds like she’'s a hundred miles away instead of
speaking directly into the receiver. “I...I1 need help.”

Twenty minutes later, Mia and | are pulling to a stop at the address Emmie texted.
The red and blue lights bouncing off the houses blur my vision as we make our way
toward the house. I'm looking everywhere; my gaze barely lands on one person
before blinking to the next, trying to find Emmie.

Finally, | see her.

She's dressed in pgjama pants with an Adair hoodie on. Her hair is a mess, arms
wrapped around herself for either protection or to keep out the chill. She’ stalking to a
female officer who has a stoic look onher face. Just off to the side, there's a woman
around my age dressed in a pantsuit, talking on the phone, but she's keeping a close



eye on Emmie. And | know, instantly, that this woman is a social worker.

Mia must see her at the same time as | do, because we both start heading toward her.
Until a hand on my chest stops me dead in my tracks.

| blink at the officer, who came out of nowhere. “Sir, you need to stay back.”
“1...” The words die on my tongue as | look toward Emmie. How had | missed so
many signs? “She...”

Emmie's gaze jumps toward us then, her eyes widening before she crumbles. She
says something to the officer she's talking to, motioning toward us. Mia and | are
being waved forward.

Mia s there first, pulling the teen into a one-armed hug, asking her if she's all right. |
let my girl—I let Mia fret over her, but | squeeze her shoulder before facing the
officer and social worker.

“Ronan O'Brien,” | introduce myself, shaking hands with both women. “I'm
Emmie’s coach at Adair Swim Club. Thisis Mia Sheridan, who also works there.”

“Mr. O'Brien, my name is Penny Smith. I’'m the social worker who's been assigned
to this case.”

| let my eyes scan over Emmie, who has no obvious injuries, before | focus back on
Penny. “What happened?’

Penny and the officer exchange a glance before looking at Emmie. The officer is able
to convince the young girl to go get checked over by the paramedics. She glances
back at us, eyes wide with fear, exhaustion, and unshed tears. | give her my best
reassuring smile, even though adrenaline is still pumping through my own veins. She



turns to face the paramedic who met them.

My focusis pulled back to Penny, who starts filling usin on what’ s been going on for
years before having escalated in the lastfew months. In the year they’ve been here,
the authorities have been called amost a dozen times by concerned neighbors and at
least one teacher. Each time, Emmie’'s mother has managed to skate by when CPS
would follow-up on cals. She'd charm them with a wonderful personality,
discussions of going back to school, and Emmie would stand by her mother. A well-
practiced routine that managed to fool everyone. Until tonight.

Tonight, it was Emmie herself who called. She'd told the dispatcher that there was no
food in the house, no electricity, or running water. Her mother had only been awake a
handful of hours over the last few days, and she was worried about her. She'd shared
how she’'d been forced to lie in the past, not able to let the police know what her life
islike, or that her mother is an addict incapable of taking care of anyone.

| feel bile rise in my throat. Mia's grip around my bicep tightens with every word,
and | try to remember what it'd been like when | was in her shoes. The first time |
was confronted with a story like this. Over the years, it hasn’t gotten any easier to
hear. I'm not sure it ever will. Which is probably for the best.

“So, what happens now?” Mia asks, looking between the social worker and officer.

“Emmie informed me that she has a haf brother who is twenty-seven,” Penny
explains, glancing down at her phone. “We're still trying to get a good number for

him.

“Does he know anything about what Emmie has gone through?’

“According to Emmie, he tried getting her out the last time she saw him. Their
mother was clean for a few years there and refused to relinquish her rights. Records



indicate he tried to pursueit legally, but it didn’'t go anywhere. The mother’ s response
to his attempt was to cut all contact between the sibling. Emmie doesn’t even know if
he' s still in the state.”

I’ll never understand what people in positions of authority are thinking when children
are involved in cases like this. The ultimate desire should be to keep them with their
parents, but when a pattern is present, and a sibling is trying to protect another by
getting them out of the situation they’ve already been in, they should be listened to.
How much grief would it have saved Emmie if someone had listened to her brother?

Penny clears a message away from her phone. “ The number Emmie was able to find
isno longer in service. We're hoping to get in contact with him tonight, though.”

Mia s grip on my arm tightens even more. “What happens in the meantime?’

| already know the answer to her question.

Twenty minutes later, I’ve been cleared to take Emmie back to my place for the
night. Penny assures me she'll keep trying to get information on the brother and call
me as soon as she gets in contact with him. We can only hope that he' s as receptive to
getting her out of a horrible situation now as he was back then. Either way, | don’t
think any of us are going to get much sleep tonight.

Before we leave, | go into the house with Emmie to grab a bag, and my heart breaks
even more. Though it’'s clear there’s not much money, the house is clean and well
organized. | know it's all Emmie’'s doing. Emmie's attempt at giving herself a
normal, more stable life. | wonder if that’s what her brother had done for her before
he got out.
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Once we're cleared to head out, Emmie dlides into the backseat of my SUV,
immediately pulling Lezak into her lap. | can see her relax dightly. On our way, |
pull into the first open drive-thru | see, getting us al at least something to eat.

“Are they calling my brother?” Emmie’'s voice is quiet, subdued in away I’ ve never
heard before.

| missthe sassy, defiant kid I’d come to know.

“They’'re trying to.” | look in the rearview mirror, hoping to catch a glimpse of her
eyes, but hers are locked on the world passing us by. “ Are you okay with that?’

She nods. “1 miss him. | hope he remembers me.”
Fucking hell. | hate her mother.

“He does, Emmie,” Mia pipes up, turning in her seat to face her best she can. Her
smileis gentle and comforting. “Trust me, no one could forget you.”

“Mom did.” She shrugs. “All thetime.”

“Your mom needs a lot of help, Emmie.” My grip tightens on the steering wheel.
“None of that is your fault.”

“What if he makes me move back to Charleston?’ | hate that | don’t have those
answers for her. Her brother could do that, or he could decide he doesn't want
anything to do with his sibling anymore. | doubt it, but it's a possibility. “I don’t want



to leave Columbia.”

“Don’'t worry about that,” | insist. “We'll get answers soon enough, and we'll help
you however we can.”

Silence falls over the car. | glance at Mia out of the corner of my eye. There are tears
running down her cheeks. | don’t want to say anything, especialy when I’m pushing
back my own, so | reach out to squeeze her knee. She gives me a watery smile, then
tangles our hands together.

The last twelve hours have officially changed everything. I'm not sure if it's for
better or worse.

My phone rings ailmost as soon as | collapse onto the couch. It’s an unknown number,
so | quickly answer. “Thisis Ronan.”

“Hello, Mr. O’'Brien.” Penny’s voice rings in my ear. “| was able to get in contact
with Emmie’'s brother, Liam. As next of kin, he's been granted full guardianship,
effective immediately. | will work on expediting the paperwork to grant him full
custody over the child.”

Despite the fact she can’'t see me, | find myself nodding along. I’ ve heard variations
of this exact speech so many times, | could probably give it myself.

“lI have him on the other line so we can coordinate a pickup. Do you have any
guestions for me before | connect the calls?’

“No, ma am.”

There' s a dlight fumbling on her end before a click sounds in my ear. “Mr. Campbell,
| have Emmie’ s swim coach, Ronan O’ Brien, on the line with us.”



“How’s Emmie?’ This instant question eases my anxiety dlightly. | wish every
guardian I’ ve been on the phone with prioritized the child the way heis. “No one will
tell me anything other than the fact she's safe.”

“Sheissafe,” | stress. “She’s finally asleep and seems to be handling this al okay,
given the circumstances. She was pretty quiet, but | know it took a lot for her to be
the one to ask for help.”

He lets out atired, defeated sigh. “I didn't even know they were in South Carolina
Last | knew, they were headed to Georgia. They’ ve been this close; | could have done
something.”

“You'’ re doing something now.” I'm not sure if the words are a comfort to him or not,
but they’re what I’ d want to hear if our roles were reversed. “Are you in Columbia?’

“Charleston. | can be there in less than three hours.”

“l understand your urgency to get to her and see she's okay for yourself, but she's
asleep. It's amost five 0’ clock in the morning; she needs rest. Get some of your own
and get here | ater this afternoon.”

“1 agree with Mr. O’'Brien,” Penny adds. I’d almost forgotten she was even on the
line. “She’sin capable hands. He' s done this before.”

“You have?’

“Yes.” Moretimesthan | care to count. The kids we work with sometimes have shitty
home lives. | step in until other, more stable,arrangements can be made. More often
than not, those arrangements meant the child either moved or had to give up
swimming, which was always harder to swallow. Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that
with Emmie. “It's summer, so the only priority she has right now is swimming. As far



as I’m concerned, she's not expected at regular practice until she's ready. That gives
you some time. My advice to you is to take the morning and come up with a plan,
because she'll have questions.”

“Showing her you have some sort of plan will give her back some of the stability
she’'s lost,” Penny agrees. Clearly, it's not her first time doing this either. “Given the
fact you haven't seen one another since she was nine, we should also plan to meet
somewhere she's comfortable.”

“Let'sgo to the club,” | offer. “She's comfortable there and there are distractions she
can use while we talk. She can swim or workout. No one else will be there until the
evening except for us and her other coaches.”
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“Right,” Liam replies. “Y eah, that’s probably a good idea.”
“Let’s plan to meet at Adair Swim Club tomorrow afternoon at two.”
“That works for me,” | agree.
“I’ll be there.”
We take the time to coordinate the rest of the logistics and answer some basic
guestions Liam has; like whether or not she has stuff with her or if they have the
chance to go back and get more. Then we're hanging up. But, amost immediately,
my phone rings again.

Thistime, | recognize the number. “Hey, beautiful .”

“1 should have known Ronan O’ Brien would still be charming even when he's dead
on hisfeet.”

“You know it.” | might be smiling, but she’s not wrong. | feel the exhaustion deep
within me, but it's paired with a rage that comeswhenever | have to deal with shitty
parents. They come in every shape and size. Every kid who has them can tell you the
effect they have on you will last alifetime, constantly altering your view of yourself,
other people, and lifein general.

“Did Penny get ahold of the brother?”

“Yeah.” | drop my head back against the couch, finaly allowing myself to relax.



“He's meeting us at the club in the afternoon. He wanted to drive out right now, but
we both advised everyone gets some rest.”

“That’s agood idea, and I'll be there tomorrow.” | didn’t have to ask, she anticipated
not only my needs, but Emmie’s, too. The more people she sees in her corner, the
more supported she'll feel. “You should get some sleep, Ronan. You've had a long
night, too.”

I’m about to argue, but | can feel my body relaxing more. When | don’t say anything,
she launches into some ridiculous story about Bryce and Carter, trying to build her
entertainment center when she first moved to Columbia. It’s ridiculous, in the most
comforting way.

“Next time, I'll buildit,” | promise.

“Absolutely,” she agrees. “Now where was |17’

Somewhere around the moment they start throwing things at each other, | succumb to
deep.

| don't pull myself out of bed until around eleven. | clung to sleep aslong as possible,
but my need to check on Emmie won out. When | peek my head through the cracked
door to her room, she's still fast asleep, with Lezak curled up beside her. He barely
lifts his head to glare at me before settling back down. His message is clear: don't
wake her up.

He probably needs to go out soon, but | trust the puppy to let me know when it's
necessary. Leaving the door propped open, | head down the hall toward the living

room, yawning as | go. I'm in desperate need of coffee.

Just as | pass the front door, a quick knock sounds. The sound is so quiet I'm not sure



| would have heard it in any other room. | look out the window to see Mia standing
on my porch, reusable grocery bags in both her hands.

| quietly open the door and motion her in.

Neither of us say anything as | shut the door and take some bags from her. She
follows me into the kitchen, settling her bags on the island beside the ones | carried.
Too curious for my own good, | look inside, and see everything you could ever want
for adelicious breakfast.

"What's all this?' | keep my voice low, hoping not to wake Emmie up.

| take a second to look at Mia. With her dark hair thrown in a messy bun, no makeup
on her face, and dressed in leggings, and a sports bra with ajacket thrown over it, she
looks like she just rolled out of bed herself. | pull her into my arms.

She leans into my chest, wrapping her arms around me, keeping us as close as
possible. | take a second to bury my face in her hair. Well, as much as | can with the
bun on the top of her head.

For the first time since | got the phone call, | allow myself to relax, melting into her
arms. We stay like that for a couple of minutes before she takes a step back, heading

right for the bags.

"You both need to eat,” she explains, pulling things out. "I wasn't sure what she
would be in the mood for, so | got alittle bit of everything."

"You know | have stuff here, right?' | tease, kissing her temple before helping her
start to unload. "Y ou didn't have to buy al this."

"Y our protein shakes and power meals aren't going to be enough to sustain a teenage



girl after the night she had. She's going to want comfort food."

"Okay then." | grin, looking over the array of food. "Tell me what to do."

She points to one of the bags we haven't touched yet. "There's fruit in there. Think
you can throw together afruit salad?”’

With aroll of my eyes, | reach for the bag. "l can't mess things up with that, can |7
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"There are strawberries, and the melons need to be cut smaller." She motions toward
where she knows | keep my knives. Which would have been a pretty scary thought a
month ago. "Do you think you can handle that without hurting yourself?"

| make aface at her and grab the strawberries to rinse them off in the sink. The two of
us work in silent tandem for a while; Mia taking on the more detailed responsibilities
while I'm left to put out the fruit, get the drinks, and set the table. She wouldn't even
let me make awaffle, but that's honestly probably for the better.

Just as nearly everything is set on the table and Mia has finished cooking, | hear
shuffling from upstairs. We barely exchange a glance before Lezak comes bounding
into the room, tail wagging as he dides toward Mia. Since she's still in the middle of
cooking, she laughs, and uses her foot to give him some gentle pets. | call him over
and open the backdoor so he can do his business and get some of his morning
zoomies out while we eat.

Despite the teenager sleeping in my guest bedroom, | can't help but note how
domestic all this feels. Which is a thought | shouldn't have because we're not even
technically together—we went on one date and then all hell broke loose. | don't even
know what we are.

Emmie comes shuffling in, looking exhausted, but | can tell she got some sleep.

"Good morning!"

Mias chipper greeting is the right level of enthusiasm. She's not trying to make it
sound like everything was normal and this is the start of a brand-new day; she didn't



talk to her like a scared animal; and she didn't overly do it in a way that makes you
feel like you need to tiptoe around everyone, pretending like you didn't have what
will probably be one of the worst nights of your life.

Emmie shyly waves at Mia before taking the seat | pulled out for her at the table. She
brings her knees up to chest and takes us in. "Thank you, Coach," she mumbles. "I
don't remember if | said that last night."

| take the seat opposite of her. "There's nothing to thank me for, Emmie. I've always
told you guys that you can call me in anemergency, especialy if it's about your
safety. You did exactly what you were supposed to."

Mia brings over a plate of waffles before sitting beside me. "Ronan's right. Y ou were
in a situation you couldn't fix on your own, and you called someone you trusted to
help."

Emmie's gnawing on her bottom lip again, eyes darting around the food laid out.
She's probably starving.

"Why don't we eat breakfast before we go to the club to meet up with your brother?'
Her eyes bug out of her head. "Wait, Liam's coming here? They got a hold of him?"
"Y ou haven't told her?' Mia swats my shoulder. "Ronan!"

| hold my hands up in defense, suddenly feeling like I'm caught in a precarious
situation. " She was asleep when Penny called! | wasn't going to wake you up, Emmie.
We were all exhausted. If he talked to you, | think he would have made the drive here

in the middle of the night, and that's not what any of us needed last night. He's
meeting us at the club with Penny in a couple of hours."



"But...he's actually coming?' she asks. "Does it sound like he wants to help me?
Take mein or whatever?'

My heart clenches for this child, because she is still just a child—a child who's been
carrying a level of responsibility that shouldn’t have been hers for far too long. Now
she's probably questioning her place in the lives of those she loves, maybe even
within her own life.

"I refuse to make any promises." | learned early on that hearing about a sibling or
family member in need pulls a reaction out of people, a reaction they sometimes can't
follow through on when faced with the redlity. "But it did sound promising. He's
anxious to see you, to make sure you're okay, and then we'll go from there."

She's back to picking at her nail polish and avoiding eye contact. "l don't want to
leave Columbia or Adair. And | don't want to go into foster care or group homes."

Miaand | exchange grim looks, neither one of us knowing what to say. The future is
uncertain right now; how do you comfort a child when that's true?

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Mia advises. "Let's eat as much food as we want
for breakfast and then see what the day brings us. Regardless of what happens,
Emmie, you have alot of people on your side. Try not to worry too much."”

| don't know if it's Mia's words or her overall comforting presence, but Emmie finally
starts to relax. When she looks back at the food this time, her eyes light up, and her
stomach lets out a loud growl that has us all laughing. Mia starts handing dishes
around the table, asking Emmie about school and swim team.

Emmie lights up as she talks about her favorite classes, teachers, and the friends she's
made through both school and swimming.



I'm suddenly privy to way more information than | care to know about my team,
including who's fighting, who's crushing on who, and what drama they al have at
their respective schools. It's information overload, and Mia listens with rapt attention,
asking follow-up questions, and coaxing Emmie out of her shell.

By the time we make it to Adair, they've moved onto discussing the latest fan theories
on Taylor Swift's next album, and I'm kind of grateful I'm an only child.

Bryce and Carter are waiting in the lobby when we arrive, awkwardly hovering. I'm
sure they wished this wasn't something they'd have to deal with, but unfortunately,
dealing with kids means you're forced to see an uglier side sometimes.

"Y ou told them?' Emmie groans, hiding her face.

"Yeah, | did," | admit, not wanting to lie to her. "I had no choice. They own the club,
and therefore, need to be informed when things like this happen.”

Surprisingly, Bryce is the first one to speak up. "When we first met, | made it pretty
clear that the entirety of Adair Swim Club should feel like afamily; that means when
someone is down, we're all there to help."”

Carter nods in agreement. "We're here to answer any questions your brother or social
worker might have about your scholarship or the club in general. This matter will stay
private, though. If anyone else finds out, it'll be because you've decided you're
comfortable enough to tell them."
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She glances around at the adults nodding in confirmation before relaxing and
mumbling out her gratitude.

We don't have to wait long before two people approach the building. One of them is
Penny, looking as professional and put together as she did at almost three o'clock this
morning. The other is a man who's probably in his late twenties, with cropped brown
hair, and dressed like he rolled out of bed to get here as quickly as possible. It must
be Liam.

Bryce lets them in, briefly introducing himself, but the man's eyes keep darting all
over the place. When they finally land on Emmie, who just came back from getting a
phone charger we have upstairs, the tension in his shoulders eases, a look of relief
washing over him.

"Liam!" Emmie drops the charging cord and beelines for her big brother.

"Hey, Em," | hear him say back after pulling her into atight hug.

All the adults take a step back, trying to give the siblings a moment, especially when
Emmie€'s shoulders start shaking and Liam's follow soon after. Bryce and Carter make
a small huddle with Penny,quietly answering her questions. | avert my eyes, but
before | do, | can't help the swell of hope in my chest.

Maybe this one will work out.

Once Emmie and Liam head out to spend the day with Penny to determine what'll
happen next and what the best course of action for her is, | head upstairs to the office.



Bryce and Carter are sequestered in theirs, both of them offering to take over my
practices for the day, but Miais lounging on the couch in the common area.

When she sees me walk through the door, she closes her laptop, and sets it on the
table. | collapse on the other end of the couch, casually pulling her legs into my lap
and running my fingers along her calf.

"How did it go?"

When | turn toward her, she has her elbow on the back of the couch, watching me
closely. "Pretty good, actually. Liam seems like a good guy. He also seems
committed to keeping Emmie here despite what it'll mean for him."

"So you think thisis going to work out?’

"I can't say for sure, but | do think he's the best thing for her right now. He clearly
cares about her and hastried to fight for her before. I'm not worried he won't show up
for her, but there are circumstances outside of our control. Even his control. | like to
think |1 know the kids | coach, but I've seen kids who come from similar situations
react in ways | never could have anticipated.”

"Wéll, | know | don't have experience with this, but I think you made the right calls
and did everything you could,"” she says. "And | think Emmie is grateful for you
showing up. | think all these kids arepretty damn lucky to have you as their coach,
Ronan. At least they know someone's looking out for them."

Despite everything I've spent the last few years doing, I've never had someone tell me
I'm doing the right thing. Or even that what | did was good. Tears sting the corners of

my eyes alittle bit, causing me to look straight ahead, and will them away.

It's not that I'm scared to cry in front of Mia—it's quite the opposite actually. I'm



scared that once | start, | won't be able to stop. Between the exhaustion and being
with someone | trust wholeheartedly, afew tears might lead to afull breakdown. | am
too tired to deal with that today.

Mias foot nudges against my stomach, pulling my attention back to her. She's
looking at me with a goofy grin, which must mean | missed something.

“I'm sorry, | zoned out there for asecond,” | admit, resuming the gentle movement of
my fingers against her bare leg.

"Yeah, you did." | must hit aticklish spot because the way she squirms brings a smile
to my face. "l wastrying to ask you a question. A very serious gquestion.”

Brows furrowed, | sit up a little straighter, my hand stilling on her leg. "Sure, what's
up?"'

"| was thinking about last night..."

My brain short circuits for a second, trying to come up with what she could possibly
be talking about. Last night? When | had to take one of my swimmers out of a
neglectful home? Weren't we already talking—Oh.

"You mean our date?' Despite my exhaustion and evident brain fog—because how
the hell was that only last night?—a smile manages to tug at the corner of my lips.
"Please, tell me more."

A faint blush coats her cheeks, so | give her calf a squeeze, hoping | help ease her
embarrassment. "I know | told you this aready, but | had alot of fun and it was great

to spend so much time together."

"l had fun, too. It felt like old times, didn't it?"



"No." She laughs. "Y ou would have never taken a cooking class with me back then,
no matter how much you liked me and liked spending time with me."

"It is not my fault | didn't learn to use a stove properly until | was thirty," | argue.
"Blame my parents. | would have started a fire back then."

Her laugh seems to dance around the room, her eyes bright with ajoy | want to bask
in forever. God, do | want to keep being the person who makes her smile like that.

But right now, I'm anxious to see where this conversation is going. "Don't get
distracted, Sheridan. You were thinking about last night and how much fun we
had...what comes next?"

She pushes back strands of hair that have fallen out of her ponytail, giving me a shy
look. "Despite your inability to use a stove all those years ago, | always thought we
were building something. A real foundation after that night in Omaha, you know?"
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| nod along. "Yeah, | agree. | think we both recognized we couldn't commit to
anything in the moment, with our lives taking us all over the place, but | thought we
were doing the same. And we were doing it with the intention of being ready when
we got the chance.”

She frowns. "And then | went and blew it all up."
| reach out and take her hand in mine, our fingers tangling together. "Hey, no. Don't
think like that. I'm not mad at you for what happened. Y ou were protecting yourself

and Josie—there's no shamein that."

"I was protecting us from someone who would never hurt us. | was too insecure to
believe that."

"I forgave you, Mia. Even when you were still mad at me, | knew whatever
happened, I'd already forgiven you. I've missed having you in my life and I'm not
about to chance that now."

"What if | ask you to?"

"What are you talking about?"

She fiddles with the hem of her shirt, but keeps her gaze locked on me. "What if |
told you | wanted to take a chance, together? On the two of us?"

"For rea?' | ask, dumbfounded. | can't seem to find any better words in the moment.
"Y ou mean as areal, serious couple?"



"Yeah." She drops the hem of her shirt and shifts on the couch until she's facing me,
her legs tucked underneath her. | turn to give her my full attention.

"I know you probably don't want to have this conversation at work—"

"I don't care where we have it. I'm still having a hard time believing we're having it.
Mia, are you sure?’

“I'm tired of wasting time, Ronan,” she admits. "I'm tired of denying myself the
person | want because I'm scared of getting hurt again. | think we owe it to ourselves
to see where this could take us."

The people we were before—the ones fumbling around in that hotel bed in
Omaha—never could have fathomed what we'd go through. They were on top of the
world, and reality had no way of touching them. The two people sitting here now
have had nothing but reality thrown at them. A car accident, a shitty ex who
destroyed a career, and a chance we never thought we'd have again.

I'm taking that chance. I've been wanting to take that chance from the moment my
eyes landed on her again and | can't believe how lucky | am for her to want to take
such a chance with me.

"I wish you would say something," she anxiously replies.

Oh, shit, right. That part. That's howconversations work.

From that moment on, it'slike | couldn't even contain my grin if | wanted to. Leaning
closer, | pull her into a soft, sweet kiss. Something chaste and mild; something that

definitely won't make Bryce fedl like he hasto start areal HR department.

She's a bit breathless when we pull away, and | try not to feel smug about being able



to do that during a romantic moment happening in a not-so-romantic setting. "I'll take
that as ayes?"

" was planning on asking you the same thing in a couple of days,” | finaly say. "I
wanted everything to die down a bit. | didn't want you to think | got caught up in the
moment or something like that. I'm happy you were the one who brought it up."

In fact, it might mean even more to me that she was the one to ask. | always pride
myself on being the kind of guy who lets his girlfriend take the lead when she wants
or needs to, but there's never been an instance where | haven't been the one to initiate

this kind of conversation. Not that there are alot of them to make it count, but still.

She's beaming. The smile lighting up every aspect of her face, like the sun is shining
down directly on her. "Y ou realize this means we'll have to tell our friends, right?”

"You get to tell Bryce," | rush to say. "He already threatened me about creating a
workplace nightmare—called himself HR and everything."

She snorts out alaugh. "Bryce would be horrible at HR."

"Right?' | exclaim.

"Do you even have any experience with areal HR department?”

"Um, yeah," | scoff, but she doesn't look convinced. "Operation Fly has one, but |'ve
never dealt with them hands-on because I'm the founder and president who mostly
stays out of that side of the organization."

"So that's ano, then," she teases.

"Not everyone's professional path looks the same, Mia."



One of the office doors open. "Hey!"
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"Hey, man." | wave awkwardly.
"No kissing at work," Bryce warns. "Don't make me write you up."
"Do we even have a process for that?*

"I can make one," he cautions. "And, Mia, you're supposed to call Josie and tell her
what she hopesis good news and that you’ re not going off the deep end.”

"Brycel" she screeches. "Y ou told my best friend before | could?”

"I was on the phone with her and the two of you were about to have sex, what was |
supposed to do?"

"We werenotabout to have sex; we had one sweet kiss." Mia groans, hiding her
embarrassed expression behind her hands.

"When you're on the clock, any amount of kissing will be viewed ten times worse."
"Technically, we never clock into thisjo—"

"O'Brien, | will kick your ass." Bryce doesn't give me any chance to reply before he
steps back into his office, closing the door tightly behind him.

"We redlly are going to cause a workplace incident." | turn to her with a grin, but
snort out a laugh instead. " Carter just gave me athumbs up through his window."



"WEell, at least someone approves.” She laughs.

“Nah, Bryce approves. He's just being an ass."

As if to prove my point, | lean forward to kiss her again. Bryce yelling our names
through his barely open door is the only thing that makes us spring apart, but then
we're laughing.

"Ronan, stop!"

A deep chuckle sounds in my ear, sending shivers down my spine before he nuzzles
against my neck, placing soft, closed mouth kisses along the sensitive skin. He pulls
me tighter against him when | squirm. "And if | don't?"'

The grip | have on the spatula tightens, but my head tilts, giving him as much access
to my neck as possible. "I promised Carter I'd get him these cupcakes for the ten and

under group. Do not make me disappoint a bunch of children.”

"You've been working on them forever,” he whines. "Why does Carter get your
attention? He can make cupcakes himself."

"Yeah, from abox!" | argue, completely scandalized by the idea. "Those kids deserve
something better for their celebration.”

"They're children, babe," he deadpans. "If it has sugar, chocolate, and sprinkles,
they're going to be happy."

Gasping, | spininhisarmsto glare at him. "Y ou did not just say that!"

With a laugh, he holds his hands up in surrender and takes a small step away from
me. "I'm sorry, babe, but someone has to tell you thetruth. Those will be devoured in



seconds. They won't care how good they tast—"

My mouth drops open as the batter splatters across Ronan's face. | flicked the spatula
at him without even realizing | was doing it, and now he's blinking at me while | fight
to hold in the laugh.

"Serioudly, Mia?' He groans, but | can see the small smile threatening to come out.
"We're being that petty right now?"

The batter drips down his nose and | can't hold in the laughter anymore. "Oh—oh, my
god. | am so sorr—"

| shriek as batter splatters across my own face. Holding a whisk in his hand, Ronan
looks at me with aproud grin. "There. Now we're even.”

| move on instinct, grabbing the pastry bag of frosting and aiming it at him. He opens
his mouth to protest, but promptly closes it as the frosting smears across his chin and
cheek.

Then it's on. In a matter of minutes, Ronan's kitchen is destroyed. Batter decorates
every single thing | had out for cupcakes, and neither one of us care.

It came to an end when | slipped on some batter and almost went down. In a move so
reminiscent of the first time we met, Ronan caught me in his arms. This time, though,
it wasn't quick enough, and we both tumbled to the floor. Now we're laying on our
backs on his kitchen floor, side by side, shoulders brushing, and we can't stop
laughing.

| can't remember the last time | laughed like this with someone. | know I've never
been in a relationship that feels as easy as this. But things with Ronan and me have
always been easy. He's one of the few people I've let my guard down around, allowed



myself to be vulnerable; and it means more than helll ever know that he does the
same around me.
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| meet his bright green eyes, and they still manage to take my breath away. He turns
his head to look at me and sprinkles fall out of his hair, which sends me into another
round of giggles.

He shifts until he's leaning over me, strong arms on either side of my head, keeping
me upright. He leans down until he can kiss a smear of frosting off my cheek, and my

breath catches again.

| can fedl the smirk against my skin when he feels the change in my breath. Smug
asshole. He moves to the other cheek and repeats the motion.

"We need to clean the kitchen," | tell him. "Almost al of this could kill Lezak."
"Good thing | don't pick him up from doggy day care for another four hours,” Ronan
murmurs against my skin, moving his kisses down my neck. | can't help but tilt my
head back, granting him more access. "We've got plenty of time."

With a groan, | wind my arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer as he gently
nips and sucks at the skin of my neck. He settles fully against me, content to stay

right where we are, not move asingle inch.

"Ro—" | gasp when he licks at more frosting that’s settled around my collarbone.
"Ronan."

"What, gorgeous?"

Oh, my god. The gravelly tone of that question has instant heat pooling in my



stomach. | can't believe thisis happening, again. For the third time.

He moves back up my neck until he can capture my lipsin a searing kiss.

"We...wecan't." The last word is said in a whine when he reaches down to squeeze
my breast. "Fuck."

With a smile, he places a few quick kisses against my lips, his hand sliding down
until it can sneak beneath my shirt. "What excuse do you have for me now?’

Every possible excuse | could ever come up with practically flies out of my head. My
fingerstanglein his hair while his fingers skim up and down my ribcage.

Everything is different with Ronan. There's no moment of hesitation when his hands
first glide over a layer of fat. There's no admiring me when I'm spread out on my
back, looking thin. There's awe and reverence with every gaze, every touch, and
every kiss. | feel cherished by him inaway | never have before.

He chuckles against my neck before pushing the fabric of my shirt up, revealing my
stomach. | let out a tiny moan as he starts kissing down my neck toward my
collarbone again.

"Did | make you speechless, baby?"

When | look down at him, he's resting his chin against my chest, smirking up at me.
His eyes are hazy, pupils so dilated | can barely make out the bright green iris. It's
physical proof that I'm as capable of wrecking him as he is of wrecking me.

"We should move," | decide, finaly remembering what | had started to say moments
ago. | nod when he looks at me, confused. "We're on the floor, Ronan. We're both in
our thirties."



"Trying to tell me I'm only good for the missionary position or something?' As
though he wants to prove a point, he grinds down against me. "I'm not that old, and
neither are you."

| bite back a smile, but the laugh still comes bubbling out. What is with this man and
his ability to make me laugh during sex? It's still new to me.

"That's not what | was talking about," | tell him, his hand skimming down to trace the
waistband of my leggings. Goose bumps prickle my skin. "Y our leg—"

"My leg isfine," he assuresme. "I'd tell you if it wasn't."

"But, Ronan—" | cut myself off with another gasp as warm fingers slide beneath the
waistband of my leggings. "Oh, god."

He's still watching me, eyes dark and heady as my head lolls back, al thoughts of his
leg forgotten.

As his finger finds my clit, starting with slow circles, he buries his face against my
neck, offering soft kisses to the skin.

This man is going to ruin me. There are small whimpers coming from somewhere,
but it isn't until he pulls back with adeep kissto my lipsthat | realize it was me.

"Babe." | gasp against hislips. "Please."

"I'm not fingering you without lube, baby. We have a couple of options here, though.
We can go upstairs and finish what we started, or | can take you against the counter."

Despite the heat shooting through me, melting me into a puddie right on Ronan's
kitchen floor, | can't help but laugh. "You don't have lube down here, but you have



supplies to do that."

Dark eyes take me in and sinful lips smirk down at me. "Come on, baby, you and |
both know | can get you ready to take me with just a condom."
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He doesn't give me a chance to answer before he's pulling back, the sudden removal
of his body heat enough to make shivers run through me. Next thing | know, I'm
being pulled to my feet and back onto the counter with his lips connected to mine.

There's still batter in places where there shouldn't be, still plenty of small messes for
us to clean up later, but once he has me worked up enough that I'm a quivering mess,
| don't care. And when he turns me around, my back pressing against his chest, and
he's sinking into me at the most delicious angle, | care even less.

One of my favorite things about living so close to my friends is the weekly get-
togethers. If we go to Josie and Bryce's, it's usually a game night with a side of
whatever Bryce feels like cooking that night. When it's my turn, Bryce is usualy
trying to keep Josie away from lighting my apartment on fire while we bake whatever
recipe | found that week. And when it's Carter and Kat's turn, we know we're getting
takeout and crappy movies we spend the night talking over. We haven't figured out
what Ronan's week is, but not using that kitchen is a damn shame.

No matter where we go, though, | live for these nights.
Thisweek it's Carter and Kat's turn to host and their townhouse is a flurry of activity
when we get there. The delivery driver pulls up as we wak up to the door. Carter

barely moves out of our way enough to let Lezak dart inside, let aone the two of us.

"No, it's fine," he calls when we walk past him. "l don't need help carrying things.
Just go, keep walking."

With adramatic sigh, Ronan presses a kiss to the top of my head and turns to help our



friend. The closer | get to the kitchen, where we usually gather, and pile our plates
high with food, | can hear laughter, but the combination of so many voices makes it
hard to decipher who's actually talking.

"Mia" As soon as | round the corner, I'm attacked by my best friend in a hug. She's
practically vibrating with energy. When we separate, | take a quick glance down at
her left hand to see—nothing.

| shoot aglare at Bryce, who seems to slink behind Katrina.

"Did someone give her an extra shot of espresso?' | question the room. Kat's
beaming, shaking her head. "Why's she so hyper?”

"I feel like I haven't seen you inweeks," Josie replies, linking her arm through mine.
"So tell me, what's been happening? How's the new relationship going?"

Groaning, | turn my head to yell over my shoulder. "Babe, Josi€'s interrogating me.
Get in here, please!”

"Aw, that is so cute!" Josie gushes. "She's asking him to come defend her. Bryce,
why aren't we this cute anymore?"

Ronan comes in carrying bags of what smells like pasta, and my mouth waters at the
sight of that gorgeous man holding carbs.

"Please," he says, setting the bag on the counter. "I literally watched him pout
because you left a room without telling him you love him. Y ou guys are disgustingly
adorable.”

"Exactly!" | agree, helping him unload the bag onto the counter. "Leave me and
Ronan aone. All you need to know is things are going good."



"WEell, | would hope things are good," Carter adds, trailing behind Ronan with more
food. "You promised me homemade cupcakes and those kids got cupcakes from a
box. Which means someone or something—maybe both—distracted you and then
you couldn't follow through on your promise.”

Ronan and | exchange looks of pure shock. "How do you possibly know that?"

He raises a brow. "Come on, Mia, | may be shit in the kitchen, but | can tell the
difference between cupcakes that are homemade and from a box. They were dry as
hell and tasted like fake chocolate.”

"My apologies,” Ronan says. "l didn't realize you've developed such arefined palette.
Next time | decide to seduce my girlfriend in my kitchen, I'll make sure you're not

who she's cooking for."

As my cheeks turn fire engine red, Bryce lets out a loud groan. "Please don't say
‘seduced’ in my presence.”

"Did the kids have a problem with them?"

"No, Ronan." Carter frowns. "I barely managed to grab one for myself before the kids
tore them apart.”

"Then does it really matter how the cupcakes were made?' Katrina turns to her
boyfriend with afrown. "Why did they need to be homemade?"

"That'swhat | said!" Ronan grins.

Carter is pouting though and looking at his girlfriend like she committed the ultimate
betrayal. "Et tu Brute?"'



Kat ssimply rolls her eyes, pats his cheek, and goes about grabbing everything we
need. Josie jumps into help, but Carter refuses to let the topic go.

"It's not always about the kids, you know. | worked hard this summer. | deserve a
reward, too. But then Ronan had to go and defile cupcakes."

The wink my boyfriend sends me makes another blush coat my cheeks. This time,
both Bryce and Carter groan, but the girls look at me with wide eyes.

"This isn't my house, so | can't ban sex talk," Bryce says. "But for the love of God,
can we keep it PG?"
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"We haven't even said anything!" Ronan protests. "If your mind is going somewhere
dirty, that's on you and not us. Get your minds out of the gutters."

"Are you saying we're making too much out of this? That we're actually taking it
somewhere dirty?"

Ronan grins at Carter. "Well, no, we never said that."
"Jesus Christ,” Bryce mutters.

“If you act like this when Liam gets here, I'm going to kick all of your asses.” Kat
points at each of us individually. “Not only is he my new employee, but he's the
guardian of one of the kids you coach. | know you guys—I| know how welcoming
you can be—so don’'t screw this up. He's feeling very much like a fish out of water
and needs friends his own age he can talk to.”

“He stwenty-seven,” | point out. “ That’s practically atoddler to Ronan.”

“Oh, fuck you.” He laughs, leaning over to pressakissto my head. | grin up a him.
After that, everything kind of goes to chaos. Liam arrives and Kat is making sure he
knows everyone, which of course, he does. Apparently, when they both worked under
her stepfather, she hadn’t been shy about telling him, or their friend Nadine, all about
us. Including how annoying she initially found Bryce to be, which is probably my

favorite part.

Liam blends into the group, not afraid to jump in on the teasing, and is a naturally



relaxed person. We learn that he went to school in Virginia, mostly on scholarships,
and working his ass off to get where he is now. If there's one thing this group
appreciates, it's working hard to get the things you want. He tells us about how
Emmie is settling in, that he feels like he's not quite reaching her. We give him as
much advice as a group of thirty-year-olds who are only children and all childless can
give, but he's grateful, nonetheless. He gives us all the drama about Dalton
Enterprises and what happened after Katrina made her dramatic exit.

Overdl, it's a good night with the opportunity to meet someone new and see if
they’ re someone who will get folded into our tiny, tight-knit family. More than likely,
the answer is yes, because it's who we are. All of us are so far from our families,
either physically or emotionally, but we recognize the need for that connection and
believe in families that are found through life. Almost more than the ones we're born
into.

"I haven't had this much sex since | was in my twenties."

Mia laughs, rolling over to snuggle against my side. "I find that hard to believe.
Y ou're mister reformed playboy Olympian.”

| graze my fingers down her bare back, tracing the tattoo of a crystal I'd already
memorized. A citrine tower, she'd told me when | first asked about it, because it
enhances mental clarity for manifesting dreams and goals.

"Y ou know that'salie. | got caught having fun a couple of timesin my early twenties,
and it became my whole identity." Her kiss to my pec tells me she knows this to be
true and a reminder that she sees the real me. "Besides, having to learn how to walk
again put a bit of a damper on my love life. Did you know Bryce is the worst
wingman to ever exist in history?"

"Considering all the help he needed from literally everyone else, I'm not at all



surprised.”

We lie there in silence for a few more minutes, enjoying one ancther's company.
Before too long, though, the stiffness that's been building in my leg for the last
several days becomes unbearable. Groaning, | gently push her back so | can sit up
and stretch out my leg. Her eyes arelocked on my back.

"Do you need me to get you anything?'

| shake my head, slowly standing. | turn to face her and nod toward my bathroom.
Which | think might be the one place in the house she hasn't seen yet. "Come on, let's
take a bath."

She balks at the suggestion. "Y ou're joking, right? Y ou must be joking."

"Why would I be joking? My leg is tiff as hell, and | want to soak in the tub with my
gorgeous girlfriend, who | had another round of mind-blowing sex with."

"Your leg hurts because you keep insisting on having mind-blowing sex with your
girlfriend on hard surfaces or insist on carrying her."

"I'm willing to deal with the consequences to my actions," | reply, holding out my
hand. "Now come on, let's take a bath."

"It's not going to work, Ronan. You're a giant and I'm a size twenty or twenty-two.
Thereisno way in hell the two of us are going to fit in a standard sized bathtub."

| bend forward to grab her wrist and tug her toward me. | may not be a professional
athlete anymore, but | haven't let up on my strength training. "Good thing it's not a
standard bathtub then. Come on, baby."



Reluctantly, she gets out of bed and follows me to the bathroom. As soon as | flick on
the light, she lets out a surprised gasp, just as | expected she would. The bathtub was
one of the selling points for this place, because | definitely cannot soak in a standard
one. This one, however, is extrawide and long, practically the size of a small hot tub,
with depth that allows a good soak. The two of uswill be rather comfortable in there.

| lead her over to sit on the edge while | start the water, making it as warm as possible
without burning on skin so we can stay in longer. Another selling point was the
brand-new water heater. She watchesme with amusement as | get the Epsom salts
from the shelf and add them to the water.

Before long, the two of us are sinking into the warmth of the bath with relieved sighs.
She rests between my legs, leaning most of her weight against my chest.

Despite how intimate we've been the last four or so weeks, this takes it to a whole
other level, and it might be one of my favorite moments. Silence fills the room,
neither one of us feeling the need to break it. Mia's fingers mess with my hand, where
it rests on her stomach, turning it over to trace her nails along the lines of my palms.
Both of us are as content as could be.

"Don't tell me you know palmistry, too?' | keep my tone low and quiet, not willing to
be the one who breaks the silence.

She lets out a breathy laugh, shaking her head. "No, but it's kind of fascinating, isn't
it? The way these lines can tell a story—how they reflect your life?"
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| press a kiss against her temple, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. "Is there
anything witchy or witchy adjacent you don't find fascinating?"

“Curses,” she answers immediately. “I may be the mean friend, but I’'m not mean
enough to curse anyone.”

“l don’t think you're mean,” | murmur. “Y ou'’ re protective of yourself and the people
you love. There' s adifference.”

“Then why is Bryce scared of me?’

| tangle our fingers together. “Because he hurt someone you are protective of, and he
knows it. He' s probably going to spend the rest of hislife trying to prove to you how
sorry heisand that he'll never do it again.”

“He can make it up to me by proposing to her already,” she grumbles. “I hate keeping
secrets from Josie, but that ring needs tobe on her finger. He keeps texting me ideas
and | keep shooting them down. Josie won't want it to be public or overly
extravagant.”

There are days there where | forget our friend’ s impending engagement. The moment
Bryce told us felt odd to me. I'm only alittle older than him, but for a good chunk of
those years, it felt like a bigger gap. He was still in his early twenties, barely an adult,
when | had my accident and the way he stepped up as a friend, as someone who
looked up to me, made me realize how fleeting moments are for each of us.

It happens slowly and then all at once. One day, you still feel like a kid who's



fighting to be seen for who they really are, but also not quite ready to handle serious
things, and the next, you're staring adulthood straight in the face and wondering
where your youth went.

“1 can't believe they’re going to get married.”

“They’re not getting married because he's too much of a chicken shit to propose to
her. | swear, if he doesn’'t do it soon, | will.”

| can amost picture it. Mia, too frustrated waiting, finding the ring, and dragging
Bryce along with her until they find Josie. There would be no ceremony, no pomp or
circumstance, she’d plop down on one knee and do it for him. But | can’t let her do
that; they deserve their moment. “ Give him time. He wants it as perfect as you do.”

With along, drawn-out sigh, she tilts her head back to ook at me. Unable to resist, |
lean down to kiss her. | don’t know if she was planning to say anything else, or plead
her case, but the kiss seems to relax her. When we separate, she settles further against
me, her eyes drifting closed as | hold her tighter, relaxing into the silence.

"You all did agreat job tonight!" | tell the team, who are all beaming up at me. "Our
first meet is the second week of September, so just over a month away. And we're
hosting it here."

The entire team cheers, getting pumped up for the first meet as ateam. Most of them
are coming off high school teams, deciding to go the club route all year. Since we're
registered with the National Swimming Federation, we must adhere to their rules,
which means we can race against high schools, but our swimmers cannot be on both
teams. For alot of them, thiswill be their first time facing their high school friends as
rivals, and I'm anxious to see how it goes.

"Go home and get some rest. Tomorrow you have a weight training session,” |



remind them. "I'll seeyou all at six tomorrow morning."

| bite back a grin as I'm met with nothing but groans from annoyed teenagers. As a
new club and a new team, | tried to keep early morning practices to a minimum,
preferring evening or daytime practices during the summer. The closer we've gotten
to competition season, I've started moving the practices to better reflect what the
schedule will ook like during the school year. Which typically means practices every
morning, and an occasiona practice or workout after school. A couple of the kids
stop to ask me questions, or talk about their practices, so it's surprising to me when |
turn and find Emmie patiently sitting on the bench.

"Hey, you okay?"

When she looks up at me, there's something in her eyes that | can't quite read, but |
don't think I like it. Immediately, a hundred thoughts run through my head. Has
something happened with Liam? Has he decided he can't take being a caregiver? |
know he got a new job, but what if it's not what he wants, and he's decided to move
back to Charleston with Emmie?

"I need to talk to you," she admits.

"Sure." | smile, taking a seat on the bleachers. "What's going on? Getting nervous
about the meet?’

While this may be the first meet some of these kids experience swimming for a club,
it'll be her first meet ever. | don't remember my first meet ever; | was too young to
retain the memory. | do, however, remember what it felt like the first time | stepped
up to ablock and realized | loved racing and | loved swimming. It's still in the list of
my most life-changing moments. Emmie will get both experiences rolled into one.

"No." She grins, relaxing in a way that screams confident swimmer. A second later,



though, her shoulders hunch back up. "Because | won't be swimming in the meet."

My brain comes to a screeching halt. | knew this was a possibility, especially given
everything she has going on, but | never let myself fully consider it happening. That
she could still walk away from this sport despite al the time we put into improving
her swimming, despite how much she lovesit, and despite her natural talent.

"May | ask why?" | question. "And why now?"'

She shrugs, not meeting my gaze anymore. "l just...everything has changed in my
life and thisisn't what | want anymore."

Bullshit. | know it's bullshit, but | won't call her out on it. Just like | don't want any
kid to feel like they have to swim for their parents’ approval, | don't want any kid to
feel like they're forced to see it through to avoid disappointing me.

"I will not ask you to stay, if thisis truly the decision you want to make." I'm trying
to keep my voice steady when every fiber of my being wants to demand real answers.

"It is." She won't look me in the eye, but I'm feeling pretty hopeless about getting a
real answer out of her.

Swallowing hard, | have no choice but to let her go. "All right then. If you change
your mind, | don't know if you'll be able tocome back. We haven't discussed what it
would mean if a scholarship swimmer walked away from the team."

When | look back at her, | can see she's trying to school her look of pure panic into
one of indifference. She nods and mumbles, "I understand.”
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| want her to talk to me, to tell me where this is coming from. | want to see if | can
offer her some kind of help, but her walls are tall this time, and I'm not going to be
the one knocking them down.

"I need to get home." She hops up from the bleacher, heading toward the locker room
before stopping to turn back. "Thank you, Coach. For taking a chance on me."

Now take a chance on yourself, | silently plead. Out loud, though, | reply, "I stand by
what | said the day we met. | think you're worth taking the chance on."”

Ducking her head, she turns away to continue down the deck. She passes Mia on the
way, who smiles at her, and slows to a stop to chat. Emmie says something to her
before scurrying away. Mia frowns before looking down the deck toward me. | stand
to greet her as she picks up her pace.

"What is that al about?' Her eyes are searching my face the second she reaches me,
probably able to see the disappointment clearly written out. "Ronan?"

| shrug, stuffing my hands in the pockets of my sweats. "l don't know. She wouldn't
talk to me. Just told me she couldn't do it anymore and quit."

Mia's eyes widen, her jaw dropping open on a gasp. "What? No way. That can't be
what she wants!"

"I don't think it is, but I'm not going to push her, Mia." | don't know if she gets the
underlying message, that | don't want to do to another kid what my parents did to me,
but | need her to believe me. "She wouldn't talk to me."



She glances over her shoulder to watch Emmie disappear into the locker rooms, then
looks back up at me. "Do you think she'll talk to me? She loves swimming, Ronan.
Y ou were there when she lit up at your kitchen table. There's something else going
on. There hasto be."

She's right. The way Emmie looks whenever she's in the water or talking about
swimming is pure passion. It's the same look | saw light up the eyes of my friends
and competitors long after my parents dimmed it in my own. If there's even a dight
chance that Mia could get her to open up, and I'm thinking there's a pretty good one,
then we might be able to forget about this.

"Maybe," | tell her. "I do think it'd be good for you to try."

She doesn't waste a second, leaning to press a kiss to my cheek, and give my arm a
squeeze before she's jogging down the deck toward the locker room.

A harsh whistle blows from somewhere behind me, followed by Carter yelling,
"Walk!"

But Mia doesn't listen. She also doesn't flip him off this time, so it might be progress
all around.

"Rude of her to not listen to me."

"Fuck," | exclaim, practically jumping out of my skin. Carter is standing next to me,
looking alittle smug. "Where the hell did you come from?"

Hegrins. "I wasn't quiet, man. Where is she going in such a hurry?"

"She's trying to talk Emmie out of quitting."



“Oh, shit,” Carter breathes.

"Yeah." | turn to look at him. "I'm hoping she can change that, though.”

“Ronan told me you quit.”

Emmie’'s eyes narrow into a glare, but she doesn’'t pay attention to me. Instead, she
focuses intently on stuffing her towel in her bag.

| move to sit on the bench across from the lockers, careful to give her enough room.
“Don’'t get me wrong, if you don’t want to do this anymore, you shouldn’t have to. It
just seems like it’s coming out of nowhere.”

She hesitates for the briefest second before she returns to packing her bag. My eyes
track her movements, trying to catch a glimpse of her face. She refuses to look at me,
though. “I don’t think this is what you want. | think you want to do this, want to see
where this could take you. You're a talented swimmer, Emmie. If you weren’t, your
coach wouldn’t have fought so hard for you to be here.”

With a huff, she turns to face me with her hands on her hips—pure defiance. “What
do you want me to say, Miss Sheridan?’

| ignore the formality, knowing she'll never be anything but polite and respectful,
especialy at the club. “1 want you to be honest. If not with your coaches or me, then
at least with yourself. If you're scared, that's a valid feeling, and we can work on it,
together.”

| hum under my breath, picking at a stray thread on my jeans. “Maybe you're right.
Did you know | had my first public anxiety attack when | was seventeen? It was over
a bad grade on atest. I'd studied so hard—worked my ass off in that class—and still
came up short.”



She glares at mein pure teenage rage. “Thisis nothing like a bad grade on atest.”

“Humor me for five minutes, please?’ | motion to the bench across from me and wait
for her to take a seat, huffing while crossing her arms over her chest. “Now, where
was |? Oh, right. The test. It was the most important test of the semester, and | knew |
needed a good grade in the class to get into al my top colleges. While | was a
swimmer in high school, | wasn’'t good enough to depend on a scholarship.

“So, | studied hard, dedicated myself to school and swimming, hoping for the best.
The problem was, those two things became my entire identity. And my best was
never good enough. When one dlipped, the other wasn't there to catch me, and it
terrified me. | put so much pressure on myself to not disappoint anyone—my parents,
my teachers, my coaches. | didn’t care if | disappointed myself as long as everyone
el se was happy.”
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She gnaws at her bottom lip, eyes suddenly glistening with the tears. From how she's
fighting to hold them back, | know I’'ve hit a nerve. “It sounds like you put a lot of
pressure on yourself.”

| nod. “And I’'m starting to think you know something about that?’

With a groan, she drops her head into her hands, eyes shutting on the way. My heart
aches for her, for all she’'s been through. | see a lot of myself in this young woman
and want to help her in away no one helped me. She deserves to be in control of her
life, chasing afterwhat she wants instead of giving it up to be who someone else needs
her to be.

All the work | put into my schooling was never enough for anyone. Never enough for
my parents, who wanted nothing short of perfection. Never enough for my teachers or
coaches, who wanted my time and attention focused on different things. But Emmie
still has a chance. She's surrounded by people who want her to find balance, to learn
how to prioritize her own happiness.

| nudge her with the toe of my boot. “Y ou know, your brother is pretty badass.”

She looks at me, a few tears making their way down her cheeks. “Is he? Because he
gave up everything to move here and take care of me.”

“He didn’t give up anything, Emmie.” | frown. “He made this decision because he
wants to do what's best for you. He didn't want to make you give up swimming,
school, your friends, your life, move somewhere new.”



“He shouldn’'t have had to make that decision! | should have been able to handle it!”
Her head drops back into her hands, but this time, her shoulders start shaking with
sobs. “I shouldn’t need his help.”

| drop to the floor before her, ready to offer whatever comfort | can. The water on the
damp concrete instantly soaks through my jeans, sending a shiver down my spine.
“Hey, no, Emmie. Look at me, sweetheart.” Teary eyes barely meet my own gaze.
“You are fifteen years old—you shouldn’t have to raise yourself and parent your own
mother. That was her job, and she failed you both. If Liam had it his way, you would
have never been stuck there for as long as you were. You know that. Why do you
think he'd fedl any differently now?’

A shaky hand comes up to aggressively wipe at her eyes. “| wanted to prove to him |
could do it the way he did. It was his turn to makeit out and have a life for himself,
which he had. | was supposed to take care of everything. | didn’'t want to be the
reason he got pulled back in. He gave up hislife for me!”

“No.” | shake my head, squeezing her knee. “He wanted to get you out. He wanted to
give you the life you deserved, but she wouldn't let him. She kept you apart for her
own selfish reasons.”

“And then | went and messed it all up,” she cries. “He s going to hate me, Mia.”

| push the hair out of her face as gently as | can, the locks aready tangling from the
chlorinated air. “No. You didn’t do anything wrong. Y ou're a child. You' re supposed
to be building your life.”

“And | took his away from him!”

“Emmie, listen to me. Y our brother is never going to hate you or resent the fact that
you brought him here. Do you really think Ronan would let you be with someone like



that? He' d tell Penny in an instant and fight like hell to get you somewhere else. Liam
Is so proud of how strong you are, but he doesn’t want you to feel like you have to be
strong forever. He wants you to enjoy the rest of your childhood and to make a new
life together.

“1 want you to talk to your brother about this, because you shouldn’t be putting this
much pressure on yourself. You don't have to prove something to him or prove
you're worthy of hislove. Do you understand me?’

She nods, hiccupping dightly. “What if | can’t get a scholarship?’

Dear god, this girl is bound and determined to break my heart. “Is that why you want
to quit? Because you're scared it’s not going to pay off in a monetary way?’

She hesitates before crumbling. “I want to go to college, Mia. | want to be better than
my mom.”

“And you’'re going to do that, Emmie. No one here doubts that, but you cannot put
this much pressure on yourself. Do you thinkLiam isn't worried about what happens
in three years? Of course he is. Everyone here is invested in your future; we're
invested in the future of every kid that walks through that door, but swimming isn’t
the only thing that matters.”

“It could open so many doors for me, though.” She frowns, sounding exactly like
Ronan.

“But it won't do that if you hate it,” | counter. She deflates a little, amost like |
voiced something she was aready thinking. “You're a great student, Emmie. You're
wickedly smart, and swimming will add to that. There is more than one path to your
future. Let me ask you a question, if there were no swimming scholarships in the
world but the sport required the same level of commitment, would you want to quit?’



She' s shaking her head before | even finish asking the question. “No, | loveit.”

“Then don't run away from it because you're scared.” | squeeze her knee again.
“Take the day off, go home, and talk to your brother about all this. Then, we'll see
you tomorrow. I'll tell Ronan you changed your mind.”

She groans. “He' s going to be so mad at me.”

“Not achance,” | say, standing. “He' s going to get it, Emmie, because he knows what
it'slike to be in your shoes.”

The only difference is that Emmie is fighting for a future; Ronan fought for the love
and acceptance of his family. I’ll never say that to her, though. That’s his secret to
share.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” | promise her, with asmile.

Nodding, she goes back to packing her bag. I'm on my way back out onto the pool
deck when she calls my name. When | turn back, she’'s shyly smiling. “Thanks for

talking to me.”

“Anytime, kiddo.”
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Emmie and | talk for afew more minutes before | make my way back out to the deck,
al the guys are standing nearby, anxiously waiting for news. Between the anxiety
rolling off them both and their pacing, they could easily be cast in any medical show
as afamily waiting for news.

“She’'salive,” | joke.

Ronan stops dead in his tracks, staring at me with wide eyes. “Was there ever a
guestion about that?’

| shake my head. The joke went right over his tall head. “She’s not quitting; she's
going to be here tomorrow and will want to work extra hard to prove her dedication
to you.” Ronan immediately starts arguing, so | hold a hand up. “That’s between the
two of you. | told her she doesn’'t have to do it, and that you wouldn't like it.”

“Did she say why she even thought about quitting?’

| bite my lip, wondering how much | want to tell them. Of course, they need to know
some of it in case it comes up again, but she confided alot in me, and | don’t want to
disrespect that bond. “She's faling into old habits. | don’'t think she knows what
stability looks like and keeps waiting for her homelife to blow up in her face.”

“But things are good, right?’ Bryce asks. “I thought Liam got a job working for Kat.
They worked together at Dalton Enterprises, right?’

Carter nods. “She’s been wanting to expand her business, but needed an architect for
it. His timing was kind of perfect. It doesn't match what he made at Dalton



Enterprises, but it's more than enough.”

“Things at home are fine,” | assure them. “She just doesn’'t trust when things are
going well, and | don’t blame her. She’s worried Liam will end up resenting her for
making him give up his life. She was thinking about getting a job to help with the
bills or help around the apartment by spending less time at the pool. Basically, she
wantsto prove to him that she’'s capable of taking care of herself and he can go on
living hislife.”

“That’s not why he came down here, though,” Ronan says. “Liam wants her to be a
kid; he doesn’'t want her doing what she had to do when it was only her and her
mom.”

“1’m sure that’ s been communicated to her, but she' s not getting it yet.”

Ronan fishes his phone out of his pocket and starts scrolling through his contacts.
“1’m going to give him a heads-up before she gets home.”

“Good idea.” | watch him walk away, then turn to the other two. “She’s in a position
none of us have ever been in and she’s going to respond to things the way she thinks
iIsbest. It'sour job, and Liam’s, to show her supportive environments.”

Bryce and Carter both agree, and we hang back until Ronan is done with his phone
call, and heads back over to us.

“Well?’ | ask.

“Liam thanked me for the heads-up. He'd been worried something like this might
happen. Apparently, she was acting distant. He assured me that their financial
situation is fine—there' s no need for her to get ajob or give up swimming, especially
with the scholarship. He's going to talk to her again, find out what he needs to do to



make her understand her only job is being a fifteen-year-old.”

| nod, relieved to know Liam is faling back into the role of big brother so easily.
That was my piece of advice to him that night at Kat and Carter’s, to trust his
instincts and not be afraid to reach out to us. While none of us know anything about
raising a child, we all know what it was like to be a teenager. We can help him figure
out the best moves. Plus, if asked, | don’t think Emmie has any problem telling
people what she needs.

“Will you tell me what you said to her?”

Ronan and | are walking across the parking lot, his arm draped over my shoulder, and
the summer night air is practicaly suffocating with its humidity. “I told her about
how | put too much pressure on myself to grow up when | was her age—how it led to
panic attacks and, eventually, me not wanting to swim competitively anymore.”

He turns to face me when he reaches his car and leans against the SUV. “Y ou never
told me that.”

| shrug, reaching for his hand. “It’s not something | like talking about. | wasn't good
enough to get a scholarship, or a full ride, so | ran myself ragged in high school.
When it came time to make the decision about swimming in college, | decided not to.
| was worried it would happen again and, as much as | loved the sport, | didn’'t love it
the way you or Emmie do. | didn’'t need to be in the water to be part of it.”

“Which iswhat led to you and Josie starting Adair.”

“Which led me to meeting some pretty amazing people.” | grin at him. “That blog
changed my lifein ways I’ m still figuring out. Most importantly, it brought me Josie.
She's always going to be my person, even when | find my one. But it also gave me an
incredible family, even if we had to do some falling apart before coming back



together.”
“Watching you and Josie together is something | don't have words for—your
friendship is literaly like fireworks. Y ou could take over the world and | think the

world would let you.”

| bite my lip to keep my wide grin from bursting any bigger. “Those sound like pretty
good wordsto me.”

He laughs, raising our joint hands to kiss my knuckles. “ And this finding your one? Is
that something you' re actively looking for?’

“Maybe.” | shrug shyly. “I don’t know if it’s on my radar right now.”

“Isit because you'retired of looking, or could it be because you found something?’
“I'm pan, Ronan. The entire world is my oyster when it comes to potential love
interests,” | tease. “Besides, I'm still in the middle of my story. Y ou never know who

gets the happy ending.”

“What if the story never ends?’
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The picture paints itself so vividly in my mind. What it would look like for us to
spend whatever forever looks like for us side by side. | can see lazy mornings spent in
bed or wandering around local festivals; | can see us celebrating holidays with our
friends, taking Lezak on long walks. The kisses, the hugs, and the never questioning
our place in each other’s lives. It's a beautiful picture, and | want so badly to see it
cometrue. But | can't jinx it. | refuse to.

| stand on my tippy-toes until | can brush our noses together and whisper, “Even
better.”

Ronan drops one of my hands to wrap it around my waist, pulling me in for a deep
Kiss.

I’m not ready to say the words yet, not by a long shot, but the idea of him and |
having a story that never ends sounds pretty damn good to me.

It's shocking how quickly everything you work so hard for can collapse around you.
Love, a career, a relationship—all of it can crumble. Nothing is permanent, so it
shouldn't be treated likeit is.

That's the way I've lived most of my life, especially the last eight years. The day |
woke up in the hospital bed, with no one but a kind nurse holding my hand while the
doctor slowly dismantled my life, haunts me. From that point on, everything fell
apart. | lost what felt like everything, including the final proof that | never had my
parents' love. | only had their attention, and even that was fleeting.

Instead of focusing on the people who did show up and convinced me to fight for



what | still had, | focused on al the things I'd lost. Since starting Operation Fly, I'd
pick new clubs and swimming programs to oversee whenever | felt the need to run.
To get away before I'm standing in the rubble of my life once more.

The last week or so, I've started feeling that itch again. The restlessness, the need to
run. This time, it pisses me off. What do | possibly have to run away from?
Everything | could have ever wanted is here; why can't | stick around to see it
through for once?

When the itch started, | made an appointment with my therapist. I'm still getting to
know him; I'm still determining whether he's whol'd like to see going forward, should
| stay. | also haven't been as good about going as | usually am, which makes the
process harder.

The appointment was two hours ago. 1'd walked into that office so sure | was about to
hear the same thing I'd heard countless times. My previous therapist told me | had a
restless soul, which isn't a bad thing, but | needed to wait for the thing that felt real.
I’ d been happy to let her believe that.

This guy, though, he saw right fucking through me. In less than an hour, he'd figured
out that it wasn't me searching for something real; it was me running away from
anything that felt too good, too tangible. He was the first person to call it what I've
aways known it to be: fear.

By the end of the session, | felt ripped open and raw in the way only therapy could
make you feel. Worse, | know he's right, and now that a stranger has spoken the
words out loud, thereis no denying it. | don't want to run away anymore, though.

And I'm fighting against every instinct | have to stay, but my behavior is defaulting to
patterns. Which my therapist, who | now have regularly scheduled appointments
with, thinks is a defense mechanism. That I'm alowing myself to fall into those old



habits, despite my brain saying otherwise, out of fear that things won't work out.

My phone lights up on the table, an incoming call from Mel, reminding me of the
other obligations | have. Watching Lezak dart around my backyard, | press the phone
against my ear. "Hey."

"Wow, you sound like an absolute delight this afternoon,” she greets sarcastically. "Is
it abad time?'

| pinch the bridge of my nose, hoping to keep the headache | can feel coming on at
bay. "Nah, it'sfine; just came from an appointment. What's going on?’

"The start date for the new build in Santa Fe is closing in on us, Ronan," she reminds
me. "Y ou told me you wanted to take it. | need an answer, soon."

When Bryce and Carter asked me to come out to Adair, the Santa Fe project was
already in the works. It was going to be a large undertaking—building a new facility
at a high school in an underprivileged area and bringing kids from surrounding high
schools to swim for the same team, while also providing water safety classes free to
the community.

It was supposed to be my way out of Adair. It'd give me six months to make sure my
friends were good, and then | could leave. Onto the next thing.

"Send Jon," | say, surprising even myself. "And have him take Morgan with him. She
needs the experience." Mel stays silent on the other end for alittle too long. "Mel?"

"I'm sorry. Isthis some kind of ajoke?"

"Not ajoke." | lean back in the chair, squinting against the sun. "Jon is a strong coach
who's great with people at all levels and Morgan is excellent at water safety. She just



needs more coaching experience. Jon will be good with that. Did you have someone
elsein mind?’

"Yeah, you," she deadpans. "Since when do you turn down a project in a city you've
never been to?'

“l can't leave Adair yet. Bryce and Carter still need some help.”

It's a bald-face lie. Both, or either, of them could run this place completely on their
own. Sure, | made a commitment to my team, but there’s no reason for me to stay.
Even Bryce had afeeling | wouldn't stick around months ago.

“Okay, If you're sure.” | can hear the uncertainty in her voice. “What about future
projects? Are there any you want me to put you on?’

“Not yet. | don’t know how long I’'m going to be out here.”

Why can't | just say I'm planning to stay? That she’s more than capable of taking
over the day-to-day operations of Operation Fly? Why can't | tell her I've found
everything I’'ve been looking for my entire adult life and don’t want to leave it
behind? Why can’t | be honest with her?

“All right, I'll keep you updated,” Mél relents.
“1 actually need to come out to California soon. We need to have a meeting with the

board to talk about some things regarding the future and it’s best if we do it in person.
I’ll try to get out there in the next two or three weeks. Does that work for you?”’
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“That should be fine. Ronan, can | ask you a serious question?”’
“Yeah, of course.”
“Areyou staying in Columbia?’

Dropping my head into my free hand, | let out a breath. “I’d like to see what we can
do about making that happen, yeah. What are your thoughts?’

“That maybe there is a God after all.”
Hearing my very atheist VP say that makes me snort out a laugh. “Y eah, maybe.”

“We'll talk more about it when you get out here. Just let me know when you have
your travel plans.”

“Will do,” | promise her before hanging up.

| watch my dog roll around in the grass, clearly enjoying himself. Just letting Ml in
on my thought process makes me feel lighter, like | can have everything | want. I'm
not ready to tell the others yet, in case something happens, but I’'m moving forward,
and trying to create afuture | can truly be proud of.

Bryce glides into the wall before turning to relax against it. He's barely breathing hard
despite doing more laps than me, and at a pace that's much quicker than mine. Part of
me hates him for it, and | think | always will. Not in the real way, but in the way you
hold a grudge against the people who can still do the things you can't.



A living, breathing reminder of what | lost that night.

"Is the leg bothering you?' He rips his cap and goggles off, tossing them to the deck
before reaching for his water bottle.

| wince at the movement. "Y our hairline is going to start receding from the way you
rip that cap off your head.”

He rolls his eyes mid-drink before setting the bottle back down on the edge. "Stop
being so dramatic."

| shrug, draping my arms over the lane line to support myself. "Don't come crying to
me when Josie starts freaking out because you're balding before forty. The leg isfine,
just alittle stiff. Swimming helps.”

He nods. "How are things going with Mia?"

| could almost get whiplash with how quickly he changes subjects. It's not something
we ever really talk about, not the way | know he and Carter do. Sheis the last thing |
expected him to bring up this morning. Sure, Mia's his girlfriend's best friend, but he's
never jumped into any of my relationships like this before. Then again, none of them
were nearly as serious asthis, and | bet he probably knows that.

"Fine," | reply slowly, reaching for my own water.

"Just fine?"

"What are we doing here, man?"' | question with a sigh. "Are you really about to give
me the shovel talk?"

He shrugs. "Someone has to do it, don't they?"



| frown at him. "Yeah, | guess, but | was expecting it to come from Josie, not you.
Y ou were my friend first, you know."

"Yeah, | was, but she needs people looking out for her more than you, sometimes. |
know she told you about it, but you weren't here for the Bianca aftermath. She was a
mess, and | want to make sure she's good. I'm sure you'll get asimilar talk from Josie,
too."

"Let's add Carter and Kat to the list, too."

"I wouldn't be surprised,” he admits. "Again, you weren't here when she first moved
here. We can support both of you and still be happy to kick your assif you hurt her."

"I think Mia is more than capable of kicking my ass,” | reply. "And if she doesn't,
Josie will. Hell, they'd probably take turns."

"Great," Bryce replies in a much more serious tone than I'm used to him using.
"Consider methirdinline."

| almost tell him the truth—that if I'm stupid enough to screw this up, I'll et them all
take turns. "I have no intention of screwing this up, Bryce. Not again. I'm
acknowledging this second chance.”

He nods, reaching for his cap and goggles again. "Good. Just make sure you don't
fuck things up this time, Ronan. | know you're serious about her, but | need you to
also recognize that she doesn't give third chances.”

Before | can say anything else, he pushes off the wall into an easy breaststroke. Every
word he said to me runs through my mind, but before long, | find my focus shifting to
him. He's picked up speed, cutting through the water effortlessly and with nearly
perfect form. Breaststroke might not be my area of expertise, but I've been around the



sport of swimming long enough to realize he's counting his strokes. Maintaining
consistency in away that could monitor progress isn't something I've seen himdo in a
long time.
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It's something we're all used to, but once we lose the pressure of competition, it's not
something we need to do. For alot of swimmers | know, it's the first thing they get
rid of. From the other side of the pool, | watch him turn at the wall before gliding
underwater.He comes up before the fifteen-meter mark, transitioning into a freestyle,
and that's where | can immediately tell he needs some work.

"Is he swimming the back half of an IM?'

| didn't hear Carter approach, but he's standing on the deck, dressed in a black brief
with a cap and gogglesin his hand. His entire focus, though, is on Bryce.

"It looks likeit, doesn't it?"

I'm curious to see if he's wondering the same thing | am. Whenever he and | would
swim, he tended to stick to either breaststroke or backstroke, two of his strongest
areas. I'm pretty sure the last time | saw him do any sort of IM swim was when he
was still competing.

"Yeah," Carter admits, pulling his cap over his head. "What do you think that's
about?'

It's definitely not for me to say, because I'm not Bryce. | don't know what his physical
fitness goals are or what he hopes to achieve from a workout. | do, however, think
how he's switching up his swims and has started to pay more attention to the detailsis
interesting. Why he's doing this, though, isn't my business.

"I don't know, man," | reply. "Maybe he felt like switching up his workout?"



Carter shrugs. "Makes sense.”

Without another word, he dives into the pool, picking up a well-paced freestyle. |
continued to watch Bryce, though. Even after | pull myself out of the pool, | watch
him. There has been something different about him recently, and | can't put my finger
onit.

When Josie called and told me | had someone at the front desk wanting to see me, a
million different people ran through my mind. Each more unlikely than the last.
Because the truth is, the longer I'm in Columbia, the tighter-knit my circle becomes.
Which isn't necessarily a bad thing because I've never felt more supported or as much
apart of afamily as| do here.

In this job, being surrounded by these people every day makes it harder to keep up
fake friendships and appearances. The only person outside of our group that | talk to
consistently is Mel Segal, and that's only because she's second-in-command at
Operation Fly. Honestly, | don't mind that my circle is dwindling to the people who
really matter.

The one person | should have expected to see, however, is the one waiting at the desk
when | get down to my office.

"Liam," | greet warmly, shaking the youngerman's hand when | reach him. "How's it
going?'

"About aswell asit could be," he replies with a sheepish shrug.

"Yeah, | canimagine." It's true, though. As much as Emmie's life was thrown upside
down, so was his.

"Do you have a second to talk?"



Confused and a bit curious, | lead him up to my office, where he takes the seat across
from my desk. "What can | do for you?"

"| think we should talk about Emmie almost quitting?’

"| agree," | say with a slow nod. "She and Mia talked in the locker room after she
made the declaration, and she ended up changing her mind. Did she ever talk to you
about it?"

"Not ahead of time," he confirms my unasked question. "l had no ideathat was even a
thought running through her head. I'm glad Mia was able to talk her out of it, though,
and | wanted to stop by to personally thank you for it. And thank you for the call.”

When Emmie had talked to me about quitting, | was worried she might have had
something to really be concerned about. That maybe Liam was guilting her into
taking on more responsibility because of everything he had given up. The more |
thought about it, though, the less likely it seemed. Liam hadn't even questioned any of
the decisions he was forced to make. He had listened to what we thought were the
best options for his sister and went above and beyond with it all.

While it isn't totally out of the realm of possibility, | doubt Liam will be one to go
back on hisword like that.

"I want to make sure we're on the same page. As two people who care about her
success, you don't want her to quit the team?"

"Not at al,” he assures me. "From the first day we were reunited, all she could talk
about was the team and how much she loved swimming. It made me so happy to see
she found an outlet, to find something she loves, and is passionate about. It's
something | could never do for myselfuntil I left home."



"Emmie mentioned that you tried to come get her when she was younger?' It's not a
guestion | should necessarily be asking, but the more | know about the situation, the
more | can help Emmiein the future as well.

He nods. "Straight out of college, | graduated and drove to their house. | thought my
mother would be thrilled to not have to worry about a child that she never wanted to
take care of in the first place. But then she heard | graduated with an architectural
degree and decided it meant | had instantaneous money. Like you graduate and they
hand you a check with your diploma or something."

"That would be nice," | joke.

"Yeah." He chuckles. "But needless to say, | had nothing. | wanted to save my little
sister from dealing with the same shitty life | had. | had a place to live, ajob that kept
me stable through college, but | knew 1'd never get ajudge to sign off on it."

"Which is why you attempted to get your mother to see reason. It makes sense. |
would have done the same thing in your shoes. Especiadly if you could get her to sign
her rights away and put you as Emmie€’' s sole caregiver."
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"I had al the paperwork, man." He groans. "I had a lawyer friend draw it up, al it
needed was her signature, but | failed Emmie."

"No, your mother's selfishness failed Emmie. You can't blame yourself for that,” |
remind him. "Did Emmie tell you anything about what her and Mia talked about?"

"Yeah, she did. Which was a hard conversation to have, because it was literally
history repeating itself. She was doing the same thing for our mom that | did for
years. She saw me getting out of there as an accomplishment.”

"And it was." He doesn't look convinced. "Liam, if you hadn't gotten out of there, you
might not be in a position to take care of hernow. No one knows what would have
happened if you had stayed. Y ou can't change the past, so show up for the future.”

"You'reright. I know you'reright. | just...l don’t know how to do that. | don't know
how to make her understand that | want her to be a kid. | don't want her to worry
about paying bills or making sure | have the freedom to do whatever she thinks | need
to do."

"I've owned Operation Fly since 2019, and I've worked with a lot of kids in very
similar situations. All they want is someone to say those exact words to them. To say,
‘hey, I've got this, don't worry.”"

"And you really think that'll get through to her?"

"Maybe, but | aso know she's been doing this for along time. The words are a great
place to start, but follow it up with actions. And try to show up for her."



"Oh, I'm planning to," Liam promises. "l aready gave Katrina the meet schedule and
the school schedule, so she knows when | won't be available. Though in hindsight,
she probably doesn't need the meet schedul e because she could ask you for it."

With alaugh, | nod. "Y eah, she helped write the schedule.”

"Can | ask you something as someone who knows Emmie better than | do at this
point?"

| know it's going to be something that seeks validation, because as unstable as
Emmie's lifeis, Liam's is as well. He needs to know he made the right choices, that
he's doing everything he can to help Emmie. He' s including her in big moments like
finding an apartment that caters to both their needs, helps her both feel in control, and
capable of letting it al go.

"If you're about to ask me if you made the right decisions, | say yes," | tell him. "This
can be a second chance for both of you, if you let it. Plus, | have some bad news for

you.

"What?' The panic on his face makes me grin.

"You're Emmie's guardian, which ties you to Adair; and you're Katrinas friend and
new employee," | say. "These people adopt people. Y ou're not getting away from this
group."

He looks alittle uncertain as he lets out a nervous laugh. "It sounds like you're saying
it from experience. Should | run?”

Through the window of my office, | see Bryce and Carter arguing about something
and then Mia hits them both with a folder, flashes me a grin, and heads into her
office. | look back at Liam with my own grin. "Nah, | wouldn't run."



From the moment Emmie walked back through the doors of Adair Swim Club after
quitting, she's been on fire. Putting in extra work, pushing herself harder, and doing
whatever she can to prove to me she's taking this seriously. Knowing that so many
people—both here and at home—want to see her achieve whatever dreams she has
seems to have ignited more sparks in her. She's not ignoring instruction or allowing
her teammates to distract her. She's shown up early to practice with races queued up
on her phone, some of them mine or Carter's, asking why certain technique decisions
were made or what could have been changed to achieve a better outcome.

Hell, she even showed a brief interest in the IMs. Bryce ran her through a quick
training session, assessing her skillsin the other strokes, and then had her race Carter.
They were both dead on their feet by the end of it, and Emmie loudly declared she
was never doing it again and asked Bryce why he had a death wish. A question | still
ask most IMers.

At least | know she's interested in other strokes, though. Aslong as | don't put them
together in one race.

She's proven to me how stability at home can impact kids. It's given her the freedom
to start finding herself and to chase her dreams. It's a constant reminder to all of us
about why we do what we do.

Although, she's not happy when | announce | need to head to California for a couple
of days. Neither is the rest of the team. Because they're kids and I'm about to upset
their routine. They don't understand why the trip has to interfere with their practices.
Or maybe they don't associate the state of California with having real business hours.
Either way, they aren't happy.

Mia agrees with them, if her distant behavior is anything to go off of. The way the
light faded from her eyes when | told her about the trip was almost enough for me to
break and tell her all about my plans. About how | can’'t promise it would work out



the way we want, but thisis what | want. | held myself back, though, determined not
to disappoint her if this doesn’'t go the way | want it to. It would hurt more than
holding in the truth for afew days.

| know what they’re all worried about, and yeah, | should tell them; but there's still
the smallest chance the board gives me areason not to step down as president, or Mel
decides she's not ready for the step up. Both of them seem highly unlikely to me, but
I’d rather not get anyone’ s hopes up.

My plan isto get to San Francisco, get through the meetings, and not let anything else
hold me up. If all goes according to plan, I'll be back in Columbia before anyone can
miss me. Thistime, for good.

Normally, | love the stiliness of Ronan's place. Especially when I'm snuggled into his
insanely comfortable bed with a wall of muscle against my back and a tiny, but
rapidly growing, fluff ball a my side. But this morning, | hate it.

| can usually sleep through his aarms, but this morning, it has my eyes blearily
blinking open at 4:15 am. | keep still while he dlides out of bed after brushing a
quick kiss to the top of my head. He scoops Lezak up before quietly padding out of
the room. | feel the loss of heat from both of them. | know he's making the dog, who's
also used to waking up early, go to the bathroom so he can let me sleep a little longer,
but it makes me feel more alone in the massive bed.

He leaves for Californiatoday.

He plans to be in San Fracisco for three days, and though he booked his return flight
and everything, something about it doesn’t fedl right. His vagueness about what he's
doing out there isn't sitting well with me. | know he has a business in need of his
attention, but telling me he's got meetings about the future of it and the placesit'll go,
has fear settling heavy in the pit of my stomach.



He never realizes I'm awake, and I'm okay with it. | don't feel like talking. | don’t feel
like trying to figure out if his vagueness is to keepme from getting my hopes up or if
it's because he already knows he might end up breaking my heart. He's always been
restless. He has always loved traveling for meets or modeling gigs; I've aways

known that. Thistime, though, | let myself believe he'd found something to make him
want to stay.
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And now I'm facing the consequences. The second he walks out the door, | feel like
it's the beginning of goodbye.

My back is still to the door when | hear him come back into the room. A second later,
| feel Lezak curl into the bend of my legs. It pulls a small smile from me, the way he
doesn't care about personal space like his owner.

| lie completely still, listening as he finishes moving around the room to gather the
rest of his things. Hearing the sound of his bag zipping is like nails on a chalkboard. |
squeeze my eyes shut when | feel him kneel on the bed, leaning toward me.

A warm hand gently squeezes my arm. "Baby," he whispers, squeezing again. "Wake
up, gorgeous.”

"Hmm?' | roll over, disturbing the puppy in the process, but | try my best to act like
I'd just woken up. | blink up at him sleepily. "What's going on?"

His smile is soft, adoring even. He pushes a strand of hair from my face. My eyes
flutter closed as his skin brushes my temple. "Hi, baby. Y ou can go back to sleep, but
| wanted to tell you goodbye and that I'll missyou."

My eyes drift closed again when he presses akissto my lips. | want to reach out, pull
him back into bed, and refuse to let him go. Once | have him back in my arms, I'll
beg him not to go.

Instead of doing that, | kiss him once more and ask him to keep me updated. “I love
you” is on the tip of my tongue, but | swallow it down. He gives me one more kiss



and another pet to Lezak before he's leaving.

| listen as he moves through the house. | don't hear the front door open or close,
which makes me hold my breath. Maybe he changed his mind. Maybe he isn't
actually leaving, and he'll be back in my arms any second.

But then | hear the garage door open and the sound of his SUV starting.

The tears are falling before | even know they've welled up. It's so stupid to be crying
over this. | don't even know what's going to happen. It's not like he stood in front of
me and declared he was moving back to California. It's not like he told me he was
choosing a different state over me.

But | do know history repeats itself and my history shows that people never stick
around forever. And history also tells me Ronan O'Brien doesn't stick around in one
place for too long, regardless of who he leaves behind.

And thistime, it looks like I'm the one he's leaving.

“Shit,” | curse under my breath.

Lezak lifts his head, watching me frantically pick up piles of notebooks and other
things thrown over Ronan’s counter in search of my phone. The ringing stops but
picks back up seconds later. Which tells me it's Ronan, and he's trying to tell me to
take a break. Which, when | glance at the time on my laptop, | realize | haven’'t done
for a couple of hours.

“Ahal” | declare, showing the dog my phone. He looks unimpressed, dropping his
head back to his paws. | answer the phone. “Y our dog has a problem with judging
people.”



Ronan’s deep laugh echoes in my ear. I'd give anything to be in his arms right now,
feeling the way that laugh rumbles through his chest. His arms would hold me tighter.
It's fine, though. | need to wait a few more hours. A few more hours and he'll be
back home.

“Is he actually judging you or are you doing something ridiculous in front of him,
only to be disappointed in hislack of validation?’

| sputter at the joke that hits too close to home, and he laughs again. “ Therapy isn't
until Monday, Ronan,” | grumble. “You're lucky I’ m letting you get away with ajoke
like that.”

“1 know. | thought only Josie would be able to.”

“And you were willing to risk it?’

“Eh,” he says, probably with a shrug of his shoulders. “What’s that saying about no
guts, no glory? Besides, your reaction helped me prove a point to myself.”

“Oh, yeah?’ | lean back in my chair. “And what point would that be?’

“That you like me,” he says smugly.

WEell, two can play that game. “Gee, what gave it away? The fact I'm on the phone
with you or the fact | moved into your stupidly big condo for the week you’ ve been in
Cdlifornia?’

“About Cdlifornia...”

Everything shifts. He goes from lighthearted to unnervingly quiet. Warning lights are
flashing in my mind, telling me to brace for the impact I've been ignoring but



subconsciously waiting for. Ronan is the type of person who belongs in California,
after all.

“1 need to extend my trip.” The statement feels like a stab through my heart. | didn’t
brace hard enough. “Only for two days. Can you watch Lezak for a couple more
days?”’

The life | allowed myself to dream of is starting to crumble around me. And the only
person | have to blame for it is myself. | can’'tbelieve | let myself do this again, let
myself actually believe that a woman like me could get someone like Ronan to stick
around.

He must take my silence as ano. “It’s okay if you’'re busy, babe. | can seeif Bryce or
Carter can take him—"
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“No, it'sfine. | can watch him.” | might as well get all the puppy time | can. “ Sorry, |
was thinking over my schedule. Besides, they would be the worst dog sitters.”

“What makes you think that?’ Histone is adoring, and | really wish he'd stop talking
to me like that. Especially if he's going to end up breaking my heart.

“Bryce would never agree to watch him because Josie would be able to talk him into
getting adog. And Carter would have Lezak so spoiled so quickly.” | shake my head

even though he can’'t see me. “I’m not convinced you’ d ever get him back.”

Ronan lets out another one of those laughs, but this time it feels bittersweet, and |
want to run away from it. “Did you just accuse our friend of dognapping?’

“1 accused him of having the potential to be a dognapper,” | correct. “Tell me I'm
wrong.”

“l can't,” he admits, which makes me feel alittle smug.

Silence settles between us again, which means the one question that’s on the tip of
my tongue comes bubbling out. “ So, only two days and then you’ Il be back?’

The way he sighs into the phone doesn’'t help my mounting anxiety. “Y eah, that’s the
plan. We'll see what the next few days bring after this meeting.”

“What' s the meeting about?’ I'm not even sure it’s really my place to ask a question
like this, but | can’t help wondering.



“Just something to do with finances. I'll tell you more about it later. When | get back,
though, we should go to dinner. There are some things we need to talk about.”

What kind of things? Things like, “They need me back here, so | have to move back
to California’? Things like, “There are projects all over the nation that absolutely
need Ronan O’ Brien and his restless heart can’t turn them down”? | don’t want to
force him to choose between me and Operation Fly. | wish | could know if there was
areason the choice needed to be made.

“Yeah, | think we do,” | agree quietly.

“Don’t worry about it, baby. I’'ll be home before you know it.”

| wonder if the promise feels as hollow to him as it does to me.

“I’ll seeyou in acouple of days,” | assure him. “I gottago.”

Hanging up the phone, | look down at Lezak, who's staring up at me with wide-eyed
love. | don’t want to lose this. | don’t want to lose him—Ronan or the dog—~but | feel
like I'm sitting on a ticking time bomb and everything's about to go up in pieces.

Including my heart.

| look up at the knock on my office door to find Bryce standing there, phone in hand
and agrim look on hisface. "l heard from Ronan. Do you want to talk about it?"

My brow arches. "Do you want to talk about why you still haven't proposed to Josie?"

He takes a tentative step into the room. "I'll talk if you talk."

Normally, Bryce wouldn’t be the first person I’d go to with a feeling like this, but
we're on equal footing now. He knows sides of Ronan—pieces of Ronan’s life—that



| can only hope to. I'm still learning how things shifted for him following the
accident. Still learning how to exist in the same place as him, instead of seeing him a
couple of times a year. It took me a long time to realize thatsometimes it’s much
easier to have arelationship over the phone than in person.

And | know Josie better than anyone. Maybe aside from the man standing in my
office. In that instance, it's not that he knows her better; he knows her differently.
I’ve been there from the beginning of them. | know how anxious he is to get this
right; | need to make him understand that there’ s no such thing as perfect. It has to be
right.

“Sit down.” | wave him in. He quickly moves into the office, the door swinging shut
behind him. If Josie, or anyone else, were to come up here now, they’ d assume we're
having a marketing meeting and wouldn’t disturb us. “Who goesfirst?’

“You,” he spits out before | can say the opposite. | glower at him, but he just smiles.
“Mainly because I’'m not sure | trust you to hold up your end of the deal. Y ou're not
exactly known for opening up, Mia, especially to me.”

“So you're holding the information | want to know hostage?’

“Yeah.” He chuckles, nodding. “Pretty much.”

Bryce Clark is alot smarter than | give him credit for. “Fair enough. Did Ronan tell
you anything about these meetings? He told me they’'re regarding the future of

Operation Fly, but that’sit.”

Bryce' slook is sympathetic, which almost hurts as much as the vagueness of Ronan’s
explanation. “You’re worried it may mean he's not sticking around.”

“Obvioudly,” | reply flatly. “I know both you and Carter have talked to him about



this. He doesn’t stay in one place. He runs.”

“Hewon’'t run from you, Mia. | can promise you that.”

“Do you think he's staying?”
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“l think...” He trails off and | want to scream. “I don’t think any of us know what
Ronan’s next move is. Just because | know he won’t run from you doesn’t mean |
necessarily believe he's hereto stay.”

“If he leaves now, he will break my heart. | don’t think | can do that again.”

“Mia, you are one of the strongest people | know. If he breaks your heart, we'll break
him, and then you'll figure it out. You didn’t let Bianca s heartbreak define you and
you sure as hell won’t let Ronan'’s, if it even comesto that.”

“Didn’t | let Bianca's heartache define me? | moved down here, | took the job my
best friend’ s boyfriend offered me—"

“Oh, come on, Mia. We' ve known each other for over a decade; can't we at least
acknowledge we're friends now?’ he says.

In the heart of a serious conversation, a laugh bursts from me, which leads to him
laughing just as hard. It takes us a minute to settle down, but the moment is still nice.
| don’t think I’ ve ever had a conversation like this with Bryce; usually we talk about
work or I'm threatening him not to break Josie€'s heart. The truth is, we became
friends a long time ago. The first time | saw the way my best friend looked at him, |
knew this man was going to break her heart, but | aso hoped he'd be the one to put it
back together.

“Okay friend, | need your advice then.” | wipe the corner of my eye as my laugh dies
down. “What do you think | should do about all of this?’



He collects himself. “Ronan and | have alot in common. We both screwed up things
in the past. We're living, breathing proof that people grow up and change for the
better. But we're also not perfect. We make mistakes and we run away from our fears
sometimes.”

“Which brings us to the ring that you've had in your possession for almosttwo
months, Bryce.”

Bryce holds up a hand, stopping me before | can go any further. “We're still talking
about you, Mia.” | let out a grumble under my breath. “What do you want to say to
Ronan?”’

“We are not role playing a conversation with my boyfriend, Bryce. Those
conversations are for us to have.”

“Maybe, but maybe not. If you tell me everything you want to tell him, you can pick
through it and figure out the real message. Push past your own insecurities, push past
the pain that still lingers from before, because believe me, | know there's still pain
from before, and focus on the now. Top three things you want to say to him, go.”

| hate that his logic makes sense. | hate that Bryce is suddenly being more mature
than me, especially since he's in a whole different place in his life. One | never
thought he'd reach before me. There are things | want to say to Ronan—things that
aren’t going to be helpful, things that will hurt because of my own fears, and things |
want to scream at him for the past.

“I’m waiting,” Bryce says.
“Give me a second—damn.” Taking a deep breath, | look at Bryce and begin,

“Number one, I’'m not someone he can come back to when it’s convenient for him.
Number two, I’'m worried there will be a day when I’'m not enough for him. Number



three, every chancel get, I'll pick him.”

Bryce leans back in his chair, looking a little smug. “| asked you to pick the three
things you want to say to Ronan but don’t feel like you can, and you tell me the three
things | think you need to say to him the most.”

Thiswhole conversation is becoming frustrating as fuck. When did this asshole get so
wise? When did he get so goddamn observant? And how the hell can he pull me out
of my shell better than atherapist I’ ve been seeing for months can?

“And if | never get the chance?’

“Then that’s on him; not on you,” he replies. “I think you need to find a way to say
them, for both of you. As your friend, | want you to redlize it's okay to be real with
people who care about you.You can tell them when you're hurting or scared. Me,
Carter, Kat, and obviously Josie—we're al here for you, no matter what. Ronan is,
too. On the off chance you find that he' s not, then let him go.”

| blink several times to keep the tears at bay. A few break through. “Fuck, Bryce.” |
wipe at thetears. “Y ou need to warn a girl if you' re going to make her cry.”

“S0, | should preface my proposal by telling Josie she might cry?’
It's an opening. He's said everything he needs to say and is giving me the chance to
move on. | appreciate the gesture because I’'m not sure | can even fathom words about

myself right now. Let alone the precarious place my relationship is teetering in.

“No.” | shake my head, grabbing atissue to dab my eyes. “Do not ruin it. Just tell me
why it hasn’t happened yet.”

He shrugs, picking at athread on the arm of the chair. “1 guess I’ ve been putting alot



of pressure on it—wanting it to be perfect.”

“Then hear me when | say nothing public and nothing over the top,” | press, repeating
myself for what feels like the hundredth time. “Josie will say yes, because it’s you,
but shewon't likeit.”

“Yeah, | know, | know. | unsubscribed from the extreme proposals newsletter | was
getting.”

“That exists?’ | ask, eyes wide. “Who on Earth would subscribe to—I mean, it makes
total sense for someone who has photographers following them around everywhere.”

“Thank you,” he replies. “I don't want to fedl like it'll need a do-over. | want to be
absolutely sure she'll loveit. She's given me more second chances than | deserve.”

“1f someone’'s important enough, I'm not sure we ever run out of second chances,” |
tell him. “Stop worrying about perfection and start paying attention to timing. The
right moment is going to hit you like jamming your finger in alaneline.” | grin as he
hisses in pain at the metaphor. “Exactly like that. Y ou might have already |ostsome of
those moments by trying to make it bigger and better. Your instincts are good,
especially when it comesto Josie.”

He looks down, thinking my words over. “Yeah, you're right.” He sighs after a few
moments. “1 need to relax abit.”
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“Exactly, but when the time comes, do not tell her you have a surprise for her. Mainly
because it's weird; mostly because she will think you got her a puppy and | am not
dealing with puppy-less Josie. That might be the only time she says no.”

“The no would be a reaction to it not being a puppy, though,” he argues, “not the
proposal.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, bud.”

He groans, standing from his chair. “Promise me you're not doing anything to
encourage her. We cannot get a dog right now.”

“I’m doing nothing to encourage her,” | swear, holding out my fist. “Thanks for the
talk, Bryce.”

He raises an eyebrow, but bumps his fist against mine. “Anytime, Mia. And
remember—"

“No dog!” | call as he leaves my office.
They’re going to have a dog by Halloween, | just know it.

"I can't believe you're really doing this." Méel is staring down the paperwork | laid in
front of her with wide-eyed bemusement. "Operation Fly is your baby."

| shrug, completely content with my decision, but understanding why she might have
some doubts. "I'm still the chairman of the board. I'm just not the president anymore.



You are."

"I haven't signed the paperwork yet, Ronan."

| place a pen on top of the stack. "No, but you will. And | know that because you love
this place as much as | do. Besides, I’ ve seen all the work you’ ve put into the mission
of Operation Fly and in diversifying the sport as a whole. There was never any
guestion about who | wanted to take my place.”

Even while she was competing, she made a point of challenging the racia disparities
that continue to exist within the sport. Often pointing out that she was only one of
four Black people to ever receive a full ride swimming scholarship from her college,
and the only woman. Whenever she was in a hew city, she would try to do a clinic
specifically targeted for Black children who didn’t have access to proper swimming
lessons, stressing the importance of water safetyand the economic challenges that
kept these fundamental skills out of reach from marginalized communities.

Although she was a couple years older than me, 1’d followed her career closely. The
economic divide was evident from the day | started swimming, and the racial divide
only became more obvious the longer | was active. Mel is part of the reason | decided
to start Operation Fy, her determination to not just talk about change, but make it
happen, inspired the hell out of me. | had money from my grandparents that | had
done nothing to earn, and | wanted to be part of the change. | just knew | couldn’t do
it alone.

"And you knew I'd say yes?"'
| shrug. "l hoped you would, but that's why | didn't tell anyone back home what the

meetings were about; just in case you wanted me to stay on for a little longer while
you got used to the position."”



Mel is grinning, fiddling with the pen. "Y ou called Columbia home. | don't think I've
ever heard you say that word."

| hadn't meant to use it, either. It still scares the shit out of me. "Shut up,” | grumble,
"and sign the damn papers, Mel."

Still smiling, she pulls the stack closer and uncaps the pen. | watch as she flips
through the papers, signing where she needs to. In a few quick flicks of the pen, it's
done. I'm no longer doing the day-to-day running of Operation Fly. The business |
built from the ground up, the thing that had areal role in bringing me back to life. It
doesn't hurt nearly as much as | expected it to. Whether it's because I'm handing it
over to someone | trust completely, or because | have afuture | want to see through, |
don't know.

“Congratulations,” | offer, shaking her hand. “Y ou're officially the boss.”
“Of everyone else,” she corrects, handing over my copy for safekeeping and tucking
her own into her backpack. “ Technically, you're the president of the board, so you're

still my boss.”

“Funny how that works, right?’ | grin cheekily at her. “I’'ll still be hovering, making
sure you don’t get into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble could | possibly get into?’

“1 don’t want to find out. Please don’t make me find out.”

With a laugh, she pulls her bag onto her shoulder and follows me out of the
conference room. Both of us greet several people as we walk back to my office.

Mel’s officeisright next to it. This office is bigger than the one at Adair, but there’s a
sterility to it that I’ ll never have there. Still, there are some things | want to pick up to



take back with me. We enter the mostly glass room, Mel immediately collapsing on
the comfortable chair | have in the corner.

“Thanks for agreeing not to give me your office.” She kicks her feet up onto the small
table. | roll my eyesand ignore her. “1 did not want to move all my shit.”

“Your office is literally next door; it wouldn’t have been that hard. But no problem.
I'[I still need it when | come back to visit anyway.”

“Areyou selling your condo here?’

“| talked to my realtor yesterday, but nothing is concrete about it,” | say, picking up a
framed picture of the whole crew from after | made my final Olympics, and Bryce
and Carter made their first in 2016. Mia and | were practically on top of each other,
Bryce and Josie trying to avoid looking at each other, and Carter was all by himself.
Poor guy. The fact that this was the photo | chose to put on my desk should have
clued mein faster. “I want to talk to Mia about it.”

“Right, Mial” Mel said her name in a sing-songy way that had me groaning. “Are you
blushing, O’ Brien?’
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“So what if | am?’ | teased back, not even trying to deny it. “It's called a love life,
Segal. Y ou should try getting one.”

Her face scrunched up in defense. “Ew, no thank you. Speaking of your love life,
though, are you heading back to her tomorrow?”

The question takes me back to my call with Mia yesterday. While | had reassured her
again that I’d be coming home, | had aso dropped the bomb that I'd be there two
days later. She'd sounded so disappointed and a little lost in her own thoughts. The
call started with her normally bubbly self, but by the end of it, | felt like more than
one country was between us.

“l had to extend my trip by two days,” | tell her, continuing to pack. “I got the
summoning call from Declan O’ Brien. Text messages, emails, even the receptionist
here got them for me.”

“Well, there'saname | haven't heard in awhile. What does he want?’

“Probably the usual, to scare me into being a good, spoiled rich kid.”

“Ugh.” She groans. “The travesty. How did he even know you were here? Why is he
even here?’

| shrug, turning to lean against my desk. “I don’t know. Somehow, he's keeping tabs
on me. He either had business here already or he made sure he had a reason to be in
the California office. Either way, it’s going to suck.”



“Better you than me.”

“1 didn’t expect to see you.”

“Really?’ | lean against the back of the chair, ignoring his motion for me to take a
seat. | know better than to get too comfortable around Declan O’ Brien. “Y ou sent me
numerous calendar invites and text messages demanding my presence. | didn’t think |
had much of a choice. Believe me, I'd rather be almost anywhere else.”

“Don't be petulant, son,” my father replies. “I called you here to have an adult
conversation about what you' re doing with your life. Do you think you’ re capable of
that?’

“You want to talk about the life you’ ve purposely ensured you have no part of, unless
I’m standing on a podium with a medal around my neck?’

My father sighs, steepling his fingers together and looking at me evenly. “There you
go again, making something out of nothing. Why can’t you understand that being an
O’ Brien comes with certain responsibilities that involve making sacrifices?’

My grip on the back of the chair tightens. “I’ve always been well aware of those
responsibilities. When you pushed me until | ended up hating the sport | love, | was
aware. When more people fawned over you for it, | was aware. When you only spoke
to me when | had a big win or impressive race, | was aware. But how about when |
got in an accident that aimost cost me my life and neither of you ever came to see
me? Or when Bryce Clark had to demand information from you because you didn’t
even know what hospital | was in? Pretty sure it was him and Carter Abrams who
pushed me to learn how to walk again. Are those the sacrifices you made?’

He waves me off. “Your mother and | had meetings. Besides, we'd aready taught
you to walk once, son. Did you really need usto do it again?’



It's his idea of ajoke and he actually thinks he's funny. That accident changed the
way | look at alot of things, including my parents. If this was ten years ago, | would
have internally screamed at him to pay a goddamn ounce of attention to me, only to
fold, and give in to whatever he wants. Not this time, though.

“Don’t kid yourself. You didn’'t even do it the first time. Sacrifices have to be made,
right?” My heart is pounding against my chest, but thisisit. Thisis my moment to
tell him everything I've alwayswanted to and I’'m not holding back. “Which nanny
was it again, Declan?’ Eyes that match mine flash with anger at the use of his first
name. “Or did you even keep her around long enough to learn her name?”

He points a bony finger at the chair I’m leaning against. “ Sit down, Ronan, and speak
to melike an adult.”

| stand straight. The only sign of any tension in my body are the fists | keep clenched
at my sides. “I’'m fine standing. Just say what you need to say so | can go home.”

Home. The word bounces around in my head. | can’t remember the last time | called
some place home and actually meant it. But that’s what Columbiaisto me now. More
importantly, the people who are there make it home.

Mia Sheridan captured my heart the day | caught her in my arms, the Charlotte sun
beating down on us. Although we haven't always been in each other’s lives, she's
never strayed too far from my mind. She was aways there, reminding me what it
means to lose something good. I’'m not going to make that mistake again because,
when | think about home, she’s who comes to mind.

“It’'s time we talk about where your future is going,” my father says. “You're in your
mid-thirties, Ronan. It’s time you grew up.”

“Pretty sure I've aready done that,” | say. “I own a nonprofit that has national



recognition, | own a condo, survived a life-altering injury, and have several Olympic
medals. Maybe your continued absence from my life has caused you to miss some of
those milestones.”

He doesn’'t say anything initially, opening a file on his desk and taking the time to
scan it instead. “You're throwing away the trust fund your grandparents left you for
this silly little project of yours. | will not sit back and watch you throw away their
hard work.”

“That fund was left for me to do with what | pleased. Besides the age restriction,
there were no stipulations placed on it. How doyou even know any of this? You
haven’'t had accessto my financesin years.”

He laughs mirthlessly. “Don’t look so surprised, son. You may have taken me off
your accounts, but there are still ways around it. I'm one of the richest men in the
country and you' re my son. Money is power, my boy, you know that.”

| hate that he’s right. Time and time again, I’ ve witnessed what money can do in the
hands of someone who only loves power. It hurts, it ruins, and it destroys. Long ago,
| vowed to never be like the man in front of me.

| keep my tone even. “What | do with my money is not your concern. | will be taking
extra precautions going forward to ensure you’'re denied access to that information.
I’m well aware of the power money gives you, Declan, but it doesn’t give you power
over me. Not anymore.”

His whole body seems to freeze with a tension I've never seen before, and it's
exhilarating. All the things my therapist has said to me over the years about deserving
to be free of the power he has over me is making sense. Thisfeeling isintoxicating.
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“You don’'t know what you're saying. Don’'t be ridiculous.” There's a quiver to his
voice, the restrained anger threatening to burst through.

| step around the chair to take a seat, a move that makes his eye twitch. Leaning
forward with my elbows resting against my arms. “I know exactly what I'm saying.
The only reason you called me here is because I’'m not following whatever precious
plan you had for me, where you could use me to help make you richer.”

The corners of his mouth pinch the same way they always did before he started
screaming at me; but I'm not a kid anymore, so he can’t banish me to my bedroom.
“You are wasting your money. Y ou don’'t take a paycheck fromthis place. If you put
your face on the company more—"

“Nonprofit,” | correct. Nonprofit and charity were the equivalent of swear words in
my house. My father could never fathom why someone would care about something
that didn’t immediately benefit him. “1 don’t need to take a paycheck; I'm doing just
fine. | invested the money | made swimming correctly, so that’s more than enough to
live off. | would rather pay my employees fairly for the amazing work they do, then
make myself richer at their expense.”

The anger was manifesting itself in the splotchy redness creeping across his cheeks
and up his bald head. “Y ou’ re a disappointment to this family, Ronan.”

| lean back in my chair with a casual shrug. “That’s not the first time you’ ve said that
to me, but here’ s something I’ ve never said to you: I'm embarrassed to be part of this
family, so your disappointment can’t hurt me anymore.”



“Y ou ungrateful little—"

“On that note”—I stand, ready to be done with this conversation—"there’s nothing
else for me here. Thanks for the chat—hope it cleared some things up.”

| take a step toward the door. | hear things on my father’s desk jostle, then a hand is
squeezing my arm so hard, | can amost fedl a bruise forming. | look down at the
hand, then up at my father, who is staring me down. Up this close, | can see the signs
of his aging—the wrinkles around his eyes and jaw, the slight sagging of his skin, but
| also realize I’'m not looking him in the eye anymore. The man who always towered
over me and made me feel small even when our heights were matched was now an
inch—maybe even two—shorter than me.

“You will regret this. Y ou won't get adamn penny from mel!”

| wrench my arm from his grip, watching as it causes him to stumble dlightly. “I don’t
want anything from you. Either of you.”

I’m at the door when he speaks again, voice shaking. “You're no longer part of this
family, Ronan. Do you hear me?’

The last shred of hope I’ve spent my whole life hanging onto snaps. “l can’t lose
what | was never part of, right? You made that decision a long time ago, Declan. |
hope life treats you better than you treat it.”

The door shakes when | slam it shut behind me. | can hear him screaming my name,
followed by aloud crash. His secretary, awoman I’ ve known most of my life because
she’'s never stood up to him, is staring at me with wide, stunned eyes. | stop at her
desk, giving her a tight smile. “You might want to add me to the list of banned
visitors, Gina.”



Her face relaxes, offering me a small smile. “Heading home, dear?’

| smile down at her in return. “I am. Have agood day.”

“Excuse me, Miss Sheridan?”

| spin around to face the woman who'’ d spoken my name in a polite but firm tone. I'm
surprised to be staring at someone who looks like the poster child for swim moms
everywhere with a tone that deserves to be commanding boardrooms. Her smile is
warm, but professional.

“That’s me.” | smile, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “What can | help you
with?’

“It's nice to meet you! My name is Rachel Smith. My daughter Daisy swims on
Coach Ronan’'s team.” The girl in question instantly pops into my mind. She and
Emmie have gotten close, clicking aimost immediately. I’ ve heard Ronan and Bryce,
reminding them to focus on practice.

“Right.” | shake her hand. “It's nice to meet you, too. Daisy is a great kid and a
wonderful swimmer.”

Rachel flushes in the way all doting parents do when someone compliments their kid.
It's the same prideful look Ronan gets when Lezak learns a new trick. “Thank you. |
was wondering if | could speak with you about ajob offer?’

WEell, that's certainly not what | was expecting to hear right as practice is about to
start. | was about to retreat to the gym for a quick workout. “Oh, that’s very nice, but

I’m in the process of building—"

“Your own freelance marketing business, | know. Bryce told me when | asked who



does the marketing for Adair. I'm looking to hire an independent marketing
professional for the business | run with my wife. Is there somewhere quiet we can
talk?’

| blink, but recover my surprise quickly. “Sure. We can go up to my office or go
outside?’

Rachel agrees to stepping outside, since it’s not too hot. Before long, the two of us
are sitting across from one another at a picnic table. Rachel slides a dark green folder
across the table to me.

“My wife and | own a number of restaurants and bars in both Columbia and
Charleston,” she begins. “Bryce told me you like to work with people who have
causes. I'd like to chat about some of the things we believe in. First, we locally
source as much product from South Carolina farmers as possible, but all our products
are organic and ethically sourced, regardless. Secondly, and most importantly, my
wife was formerly a social worker and has seen firsthand the difficulty children face
when they age out of a system that doesn’t aways work in their favor. Over seventy-
five percent of our workforce is made up of kids who are about to age out or have
aged out but don’t know where to go.”

| feel an itch under my skin, a dozen or more ideas already bubbling up in my head.
“And you would want me to handle the marketing for the restaurants?’

She smiles. “Exactly. Our last marketing person didn’'t seem to care about the vision
we had or the difference we were making in these kids' lives. We provide a sense of
normalcy, teach them a positive work ethic, and help them learn what to expect from
the outside world. | think you’ d be perfect to take thisover.”

“1 would love the opportunity to present my portfolio and alist of references—"
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“Mia, I’ve looked through your portfolio, read the testimonials, and even looked at
the work you did under your former employer in Charlotte. As far as we're
concerned, this is a done deal if you agree. The contract, description of work, and
everything else can be found in this folder. Take your time, look it al over—even
have a lawyer look it over if you'd like. I'm willing to wait for you. The only way
we're pursuing any other optionsisif you turn us down.”

From the window overlooking the deck, | can see Ronan and Bryce talking. It doesn’t
take me long to realize they’ re talking about me. Between Ronan’s look of frustrated
confusion and the way Bryce keeps motioning toward the window, despite neither
one of them knowing I’'m in the building tells me enough. | don’t know what they’re
saying, but part of me wants to go down there and handle it myself instead of making
Bryce do it. The other half of meistired of being the only one who fights for me. So,
| let it go thistime.

| still haven’t decided what to do about the Ronan situation. He hasn’t given me any
sort of honest explanation about what kept him in California and whether or not it’ll
take him away again. But | aso haven't given him the chance to explain. He got in
late last night after | told him | couldn’t pick him up at the airport due to a freelance
client, but then | was already in bed when he got home. He'd called my name in the
dark, but I’d pretended to be asleep, my heart twinging when he pressed a kiss to my
shoulder. After not getting much sleep, and his exhaustion from a cross-country trip, |
was able to sneak out before he woke up.

I’ ve been avoiding him since.

I’m surrounded by Olympic gold medalists, but if there was a chance to win one in



avoiding conflict, I’d be the most decorated Olympian of all time—not Michael
Phelps.

Ronan glances up toward the window, eyes lighting up when he sees me. He gives
me a wink that has me frozen on the spot before excusing himself and heading down
the deck. | watch Bryce sigh before looking up toward the window, shaking his head
when he sees me.

| think we might be getting written up by HR.

| grab my drink and settle onto the couch with my laptop and the folder Rachel gave
me. I'm not in the mood to have some long, drawn-out reunion with Ronan, but it'd
probably be in our best interest if | didn't completely ignore him.

"Hey, gorgeous," he greets when he enters the room.

| look up at him and fight the swooping feeling of my heart. He looks good. Well-
rested and refreshed in a way |'ve aways associated with California. And that's just
another pierce to my heart. Because why would he want to stay here when California

treats him like that?

"When did you get here?' | don't get up, keeping my tone casual as | flip open the
folder, looking through the paperwork but not really taking in any of it.

He hesitates by the chair. "About an hour ago. What are you up to?"
"Hmm?' | feign being interested in what's in front of me, looking up at him with a
smile. "Oh. I'm looking over some information a potential client gave me. Figuring

out if it's something | want to move forward with."

It is. | know it is. | read the package front to back a couple times and showed it to



both Bryce, who sang Rachel's praises the way heapparently sang mine, and Josie.
Both of them are in agreement that thisis an opportunity | should take.

I'm not sure I'm ready to share this news with Ronan, though. What difference does it
make if he knows the truth when he's probably not going to stick around long enough
to see it come true?

"Yeah?' he asks. "Are you thinking about taking it?"

"I am. It's along-term contract. I'll have a better idea of my monthly income with it."
The vagueness of my answer puts a bitter taste in my mouth. Hadn't we just spent
glorious weeks tearing those walls down brick by brick? And now I'm building them
back up.

I'm tired of destroying, only to rebuild.

"That sounds like a great opportunity. I'm happy for you."

He's happy for me, but not happy enough with me to stay, to see where this thing
could really take us and find out if it'd be as magical as | always wondered.

"Mia." His tone is gentler now, quieter. "I think there's been a misunderstanding
about what's going on here."

| fake alook of pure innocence when | tilt my head. "l have no idea what you mean,
Ronan."

"Can you come over tonight?'

That's the last thing | want to do. Why would | give him the opportunity to break up
with mein person?



But there's still asmall part of me that's holding onto the hope that I'm wrong. Maybe
he doesn't want to break up with me. Maybe he doesn't want to tell me he's moving
back to California.

It's stupid to hold any hope around this, but | can't help it. | want to believe he's not
capable of abandoning people the way he was before.

"Mia, please. | have news | want to share with you, and there are some things we
need to clear up."

"Fine," | relent. "Do you have practice tonight?"'

"Uh, no. Bryce wasn't sure when I'd get back, so he was aready planning to lead it.
He wants us to figure things out first."

Because Ronan is moving away and Bryce would be the one to take over, having the
most experience as a freestyler.
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“I'll be there at six." | stand from the couch. "Now, if you'll excuse me, | need to call
the owner of this company and tell her | accept her offer."

"| can't wait to hear about it!" Ronan calls happily, but | close my office door behind
me.

Dressed in jeans and a burnt orange top, Mia is standing on my porch. She has been
standing on my porch for a few minutes now, actually. Except she’s not knocking on
the door, she's not ringing the doorbell, and she’s not using the copy of the key |
know she still has. | look down at Lezak, who's sitting patiently by my side. He looks
back up at me, tail swishing across the floor.

Neither of us have an answer to her behavior.

Eventualy, | swing the door open and stare down at her with a frown. "How long
have you been out here and why do you hate knocking so much?’

Normally, that would make her smile, but this time, her face remans stoic.
Something in my gut twists. Is this not about to be the kind of conversation | thought
we were having?

Asmuch as| don’'t want to admit it, there’s only one way to find out.

"Come in, baby." | feel her relax dlightly as | take her hand in mine, leading her
inside. "l hope you haven't eaten yet."

She’s chewing at her bottom lip. "I haven't, but—"



"Great.” | don’t want to hear an excuse as to why she can't stay. | have things to say;
she has things to say. “lordered takeout."

She grabs my wrist, pulling me to a stop before | can lead her to the kitchen. | ook
down at her. "Ronan, we need to talk."

"Y eah. | thought we could do it while we eat?’

She’ s shaking her head, tears clouding her eyes. "I can't eat. | need answers."

"Baby," | mutter, reaching out to stop atear beforeit can fall. "Why are you crying?"

“Bryce and | talked after you extended your trip—two friends sitting down and
talking.” That's a confusing way for her to start a story. “I wanted to know why he
wasn’'t proposing to Josie, and he wanted to know how | was feeling about you
leaving.”

“What?’ | frown. “Why would that be any of his business? He knew | was coming
back. Y ou both did.”

A wounded look on her face takes my breath away. “We weren’t sure we believed it,”
she whispers, and my heart drops to my stomach. “And I’'m not sure | believe your
presence here now isn't the beginning of goodbye. | just...he made me realize there
are some things | need to say to you—a lot of things actually—»but there are three
things | have to tell you.”

“Okay.” I’'m frowning down at her, and Lezak is weaving around between us, like he
can sense the tension, too. Of course he can; he just doesn’t understand. Which makes

two of us. “What isit?”’

“l want a partner, Ronan,” she whispers. “I can't be someone you pick when it's



convenient for you.”

| take a step closer, reaching up to cup her cheek. The way she leans into it lights a
spark of hope. “Baby, | want that, too.”

Her eyes flutter open. “The second thing. If this is going to work out, you need to
know there’ s apart of me that’s scared | won’t be enough for you one day.”

One sentence. That's all it took for my heart to break. Not for me, but for someone
else. For someone who bringsso much joy, happiness, and light to this world but can’t
see it in herself. For the woman before me who loves so deeply, scientists will spend
forever trying to figure out the depth she holds. I’'m going to bask in it for as long as
she lets me.

“l can be alot for people,” she rattles on. “I try not to be, but something always dlips
up. And | know there are things | should fix—"

“Hey, hey,” | soothe, pushing her hair back. “Mia Sheridan, you are enough for me.
You'retoo good for mein alot of ways. Asfor thisidea of fixing things, there’s not a
singlething | see that needs fixing.”

Her lip wobbles again, but she sucks in a deep breath. “Bianca—"

“Fuck Bianca. She's the one who wasn’t enough; she's the one who wanted to make
you into what she wanted. Mia, I'm telling you, right here, where | stand, you are
whole and beautiful. You are more than | could ever dream of having and if you
choose me for the rest of your life, or the rest of the week, | know how lucky | am to
have you.”

A beautiful, blinding smile breaks across her features, so blinding I can't bring
myself to look at it. | lean down, brushing the softest of kisses against her lips, but



pull back as she tries to chase me for more. My lips move to both of her cheeks,
kissing away tears and the tracks they |eft.

Her hand tightens on my wrist. “Wait, Ronan, | still have another thing.”

Right, athird thing. | pull back, giving her my full attention. “Okay, what isit?’

“That every chancel get, I'll pick you.”
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| stare at her, dumbfounded. Did those words really come out of her mouth? Did she
almost take my thunder away from me? Notthat | care. I'm not one of those guys who
has to say the four-letter word first, but | had a whole damn date night—The date
night!

With a grin, | tangle our fingers together and tug her toward the kitchen. Lezak trots
ahead of us.

I’d missed hearing her laugh bouncing off the walls of my house when | was in
California. Hearing it now reminds me that this is home. She is home. The peoplein
our lives are home. “Ronan, aren’t you going...Oh, my god.”

She skids to a stop in the doorway of the kitchen, taking in the sight before her. The
table is set with dark purple napkins and ombre purple glasses, lit with dark candles.
Our dinner isin the oven, waiting to be served. There is a huge bouquet sitting in the
middle of the table, three cards worked into the display.

“Kat helped with the setting,” | murmur. “The flowers are for you.”

“Ronan, what...” | cut her off with a nudge toward the flowers. She closes the
distance, letting out a wet laugh when she sees the tarot cards nestled into the
bouquet. She turnsto me. “1 thought you didn’t believe in tarot?”’

| wind my arms around her, pressing her back against my chest and resting my chin
on her shoulder. Her hands come up to rub my forearms, one finger dipping down to
trace the outline of my Olympic rings tattoo. | turn it until she has full access. “It's
kind of hard not to believe when the person who read the cards got everything right.”



Shetilts her head to look at me, smirking. “I did, did 1?7’

“Mm-hmm. | could have taken whatever my father offered me. | could have lived a
life without responsibilities, but that’s not what | wanted. It wouldn’t be alifeand I'd
aways be under his thumb. So, | took a chance to focus on a new outlook. As for
standing up for what | believein, that’swhat | was doing in California.”

She turnsin my arms; her surprised eyes searching mine. Her hands are resting on my
chest now, mine having dropped to her waist. “What do you mean?’

“I"'m no longer president of Operation Fly,” | admit. “I resigned and promoted my
VP, Mel Segal.”

She gasps. “Ronan, why would you do that?’

“Because that position would eventually take me away from my home, sometimes for
months at atime, and | didn’t want that. I'm still the chairman of the board and I'll
still need to be in San Francisco occasionally, but this gives me more flexibility to be
here.” | rub gentle circles against her side. “It gives me the flexibility to work with
my team, support my friends, and continue to fall in love.”

“Love?’ she whispers.

| press my grin against hers. “I’m still on the Seven of Wands, baby. My priority is
living my life and finding a home for myself. When my father called, | knew | needed
to deal withiit. | called to ask you to watch Lezak alittle longer so | could do that. We
fought. The kind of fight you can’'t come back from, but in the end, he's happy
because he gets to keep his money and wash his hands of his washed-up son.”

| can see the way she wants to protest. She wants to try to figure out waysto fix it, so
| kiss her again before she can. This one a little longer, alittle deeper, but still akiss



for the sake of akiss.

When we part, | tell her, “Don’t try to fix it, gorgeous. | made my choice along time
ago. | fedl freein away | didn’t before, but | hope you weren’'t banking your happy
ending on another trust fund coming my way because that thing has been dissolved.”

“Another?” She arches her brow. “And you lost it? Well, that might change
everything.”

| pull her closer when she tries to pull away, both of uslaughing. This time, when we
try to come back together, it's a disaster, our smiles getting in the way.

“And The Lovers card?’

“That one's easy,” | tell her, winding my arms around her to pull her close again.
“You see, there's this woman | know who will pick me every time, but that’s not
really necessary. Recently, | realized something important—something 1I'd been
blissfully blind to before.”

“Yeah? What' s that?’

| press my forehead against hers. “You. It's always been you, Mia. When | think of
home, | think of the people we surround ourselves with. | think of us turning this
place into something warm and cozy, having Lezak with me at the pool, but at the
center of it all isyou. Because you are my home and I’'m sorry | spent so long away.”

“Ronan,” she breathes. I love you, Ronan.”

She still beat me to those three words, but at least | got to say everything | needed to.
At least | got the chance to say what has been weighing me down for so long.



As she collapses against me, both of us allowing ourselves to be lost in a kiss, I'm
happier than I’ve ever been. I’'ve spent my whole life looking for somewhere |
belong, but it turns out that it's not a place. It's someone. It's many people. It's a
small family I’ve spent years building, constructing it out of the people I can't be
without.

“1 loveyou, too,” | murmur.

Mia shifts in my arms, turning her face to press against my side. Her warm breath
ghosts against my skin. The house is still and quiet in the early morning. Not even
Lezak is up yet, but | can't bring myself to go back to sleep. An anxious buzz has
taken over me, but it's not in a bad way thistime.

Mia and | talked alot over dinner last night. | explained why | kept things from her
and expressed my fears behind them, elaborated on how ruin follows me wherever |
go. She shared her own fears of being left and how my lack of communication ignited
those fears. We worked through those remaining issues, apologizing when those
needed to be said. We made commitments to one another and the relationship we
were hoping to build. We talked for hours, with Lezak asleep at my feet and the
dishes |eft forgotten, when we finally made our way to bed.

We had tumbled into the covers, clothes lazily coming off one another. There was no
frenzy, no biting passion. We took our time with one another, got to know each
other’s bodies as fully as possible. She found a spot on the inside of my upper thigh
that | didn’t know could bring the sounds out of me that it did. Then again, maybeit’'s
Mia. | finally got to see what it looked like when she came apart on my tongue and
fingers. Each second that passed between us was charged with something different
from burning passion. It was contentment.
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And as | pulled her into my arms, watching her fight sleep after the magical night we
had, | knew this was where | wanted to be. | wanted to be here yesterday, today,
tomorrow, and forever if she'll have me.

| will be the luckiest man alive if this gets to be my forever. If there's any higher
being out there listening to me, | beg and plead that | don't do anything stupid to mess
thisup again.

With my free hand, | reach out to grab my phone from the nightstand. | scan the
notifications to see if | missed any important messages. Part of me contemplates
sending Bryce and Carter a text to tell them I'm staying, but it doesn't feel right. Text
messages, avoiding confrontation, and taking the easy way out are how | handled
thingsbefore. If I'm serious about this being a fresh start, | should probably work on
changing that approach.

"Y ou better not text them."

| look down, expecting to be met with eyes that make my heart soar, but Mia's eyes
are still closed. And her face is still pressed against me.

"How did you possibly know what | was thinking?"
One hazel eye pops open and | can see half her smile. "Because | know you, Ronan.
You may not be running away, but you hate confrontation and that's not going to

vanish. But you owe them more than that."

| set the phone down on the bed with a groan. "Guys text each other their big news,



we don't make some big declaration.”

"Bryce and Carter do."

"Y eah, but Bryce and Carter also have matching tattoos." It's ajoke, but | know what
she means by it. "Unfortunately, there are still alot of men out there who do the bro
thing instead of being real with their friends."

"And is that the type of man you want to be? Especially to two guys who stepped up
for you in your darkest moment?' Her questions are quiet. | wonder if she's scared to
ask them, despite already knowing the answer.

The truth is, I don't know how to have the kind of friendship Bryce and Carter have.
Besides them, I've never had real friends. People have always wanted something from
me. While she's working on believing me when | tell her I'm staying, I'm working on
opening up to people and trusting them to accept me as | am. And whether she
realizes it extends to friendship or not, these are the traits that made her think | wasn't
coming back.

"Put yourself in their shoes. If either one of them worked for you and thought about
quitting—"

"I haven't thought about quitting in over a month," | argue. "l had to sort some stuff
out before | told anyone | was staying."

"And decided not to let any of usin on your thought process," she replies with a poke
to my chest.

| can tell by her teasing tone that she's not mad at me about what happened, not
anymore. But she isn't going to let this go until | figure out a better way to tell our
friends the truth. For that, | think I'll need her help.



"What do you think | should do?"

She shrugs. "How about you look them in the eye and tell them the truth?"

| know it's that simple, but I've never allowed myself to believe it. I’ ve never allowed
myself to trust that | can be transparent with someone and they'll accept what | tell
them. | know my job isn't in jeopardy, and | know the two of them would never kick
me out or be mad at me for wanting to stay. They've repeatedly told me they want me
to stay. Being this vulnerable with them, though, is something | haven't done since we
were al in a hospital room and rehabilitationcenter.

Miaand | barely make it to the club in time for my practice. | had every intention of
arriving early and having plenty of time to talk to them, but when a beautiful woman
pulls you on top of her with a wicked smile, you lose sense of time. Or, rather, you
forget to set an alarm to wake you up from the nap that's sure to follow.

When we walk into the lobby, Bryce and Carter are going over the workout plan |
had given them. Loud teenager chatter echoes from the locker room. It feels good to
walk through the doors of Adair, knowing | have no plans of ever walking out of
them indefinitely. It is yet another space where | feel comfortable and confident in
my own skin—a space | can keep coming back to.

"That took me months to come up with—don't fuck it up!"

Their heads snap toward me, confusion creasing their brows as | stand before them
with asmile.

Bryceisthefirst to crack. "You're back. And you're here."

| hold in my groan. "l was never not coming back! Jesus."



"WEell, Mia can be pretty convincing when she’s sure of something. So, when are you
leaving?"

The question stings. | can't pretend it doesn't. Despite him pointing the blame toward
Mia, it's clear he was expecting me to come in here and announce that | think they
have a handle on things and wish them luck with it before | head out to the next great
adventure. Except this is the greatest adventure I've ever had, and | want to stick
around to see it through.

Mianudges mein the side. | guess now is as good atime as any.
"About that...I'm not."
Bryce and Carter exchange a look that's full of silent communication. It's the same

look Mia and Josie give one another. Then they look back at me with small frowns,
They really do spend too much time together.
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"Not what?' Carter finally asks.

"Not leaving," | reply with abright smile. "That trip to California was never meant to
be a precursor of me leaving. It was me tying up some loose ends with who I'm
handing the reins to at Operation Fly."

Bryce balks. "Wait, what? Y ou're giving up your organization to come out here and
work for us? That's not what we wanted you to do, Ronan."”

"Operation Fly isin good hands. | have enough coaches and other team members for
it to run without me. I’'m still on the board, so there will obviously be times | need to
be there for something, but the day-to-day is not my responsibility anymore. It hasn't
been for along time; | just made it official. And then | came home."

Bryce looks to Mia. | don't know what he seesin her features. | keep my gaze locked
on him. Whatever he sees, though, must calm him since he turns back to me and
holds out the clipboard and stopwatch. "Y ou got a bunch of teenagersto coach. That's
what | hired you for."

| reach out and grab everything. | turn to give Miaa quick kiss before | head out onto
the deck, needing to make sure everything is in order for today's practice. Just as I'm
about to walk out of the lobby, | hear Mia murmur a "Shut up, Clark" and my grin
grows.

“What do you want to talk about today?’

Over the last several months, Joy and | have started alot of sessions this way. Mostly



during our sessions when | felt like being stubbornly quiet despite the thoughts and
emotions whirling around in my head. She’'d ask the question, a gentle prod to get me
to open up, but | rarely ever did. Today, though, is going to be different.

“Ronan is staying.”

I’m smiling so big my cheeks hurt. | see the briefest flash of surprise on Joy’s face
before she's smiling with me. She’'s not radiating the same elated happiness |
am—not that | expect her to, but | can tell she's happy with the news. Happy about
what it means for me going forward. Which is good, because I' m happy, too.

“That’s wonderful news, Mia.” She sets her pen down on her notebook. “I know
you'’ ve had concerns about his ability to settle down and stay in one place. How are
you feeling about this announcement?’

“Like | can finally let the past go and focus on my future,” | admit, which earns me a
brighter smile. “The whole time he was in California, | was terrified that was it.
Something would happen andhe’ d decide to stay, even though he kept telling me he
was coming back.”

Joy picks her pen up, scratching a quick note across the page. “That makes sense,
though. Humans base their fears off experiences. You have had a history of people
choosing themselves over you, despite how hard you try and of no fault of your own.
Have you talked about these fears with Ronan?’

“We talked about it alot over the last couple of days,” | tell her. “He promised to be
better at giving me the details | need to be assured I’ m not getting left, and | promised

to work on fearing he won't come home every time he leaves.”

“Do you know what that sounds like to me, Mia?’



“Healthy communication within a relationship?’ This is something Joy and |
discussed a lot in the aftermath of Bianca—all the ways she refused to give me that
basic necessity of arelationship.

“Yes! Now, talk to me about what this is bringing up for you in regards to your past
relationships.”

“Ronan is helping me realize where things fell through with Bianca, like lack of
communication,” | explain, picking my words carefully. “I know | wasn't perfect in
my last relationship, and that she probably views me as the villain in her story, but
it's okay to be both the villain and the victim in a relationship. As long as you're
willing to admit that, while you were hurt aimost irreparably, you aso weren't
perfect.”

“That’s a wise observation.” Joy nods, jotting something down. “I like how you
recognize that you can be the bad guy in her variation and still be the victim in yours.
Y ou don’'t know what she says about your relationship, and there’ s no reason for you
to know or care if she's taking any responsibility. The important thing is you're
recognizing the parts that hurt you and the parts you might have slipped up.”

“And | don’'t want to make those same mistakes again. | know our lives will not
always be perfect. This isn't some fairy tale or movie—it's life and we both have
baggage. But we want to get better at communication. We've aready started
discussing couples therapy to help us with that. | want to stop thinking everyone is
going to leave.”

“1 think therapy is a wonderful idea, Mia,” Joy nods encouragingly. “I want to focus
on that last bit, though. People leaving. Remind me again who's left.”

My skin prickles at the shift in topic. “My parents, Bianca, and...”



| can’'t think of anyone else, but | know that when she first asked me that question
there were four people total, and now, | can only think of three.

She’'s smiling knowingly at me. “The first time | asked you that question, you listed
some guy you used to know. The absence of that person tells me it was Ronan.”

She'sright, | realize. | used to include Ronan in that last, but | never gave her details
or shared how much it hurt. But | guess it doesn’'t hurt anymore.

“And you know what that tells me? That even though people sometimes leave, they
can come back. Just like Ronan did.”

“l don’'t know where I’d beif hedidn’t,” | admit.

“Y ou would have been fine, Mia. The dependence of happiness does not rest on him
alone. He's part of your happiness, yes. The same way every other person is and,
guess what, those people have left and might come back. Just like Ronan.”

“Josie has never left,” | point out.

“Yes, because Josie is your person. You know |’'ve always liked Josie and I'm sure
shewouldn’t go even if she was dragged away.”
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“No, | know she’s not going anywhere.” It'sarelief to know she's always going to be
by my side and have my back. Just like | have hers.

“Do you want those other people to come back?’ Joy questions. “Would they enrich
your lifeif they came back?’

My parents are living their lives, the lives they always dreamed about having once |
graduated. It might have hurt like hell to have them leave, but their happiness matters
as much as mine. | don't even have a bad relationship with them, and | know how
content they are. | wouldn’t want to take that from them. And Bianca is a simple
answer. Had there been atime | wanted her to come back? Maybe, but it’slong gone.

“No,” | admit. “Definitely not Bianca. My parents coming back would enrich my life,
but at the cost of their own happiness, and | won’t do that to them.”

Joy nods, resting her hands on her notepad with a smile. “Y ou’ ve found your people,
Mia. You don’t need to cling to them; they’ re not going anywhere.”

Did | just win therapy?

“Now, we're out of time for today, but I'll see you back here in two weeks.”

Nope, | guess not.

A couple of nights later, Ronan and | are surprised to see Emmie sitting at the picnic

table when we leave Adair. Practice ended almost half an hour ago, but there she was,
reading a book.



“Hey, kiddo,” I greet, moving away from my boyfriend. She turns to smile up at me,
nodding when | motion to the bench across from her. “What are you doing here?
Where'sLiam?’

She bites back a grin. “He was on a job site with Katrina. Apparently, there was an
accident. He's finel” She adds the last part whenRonan, who had taken the seat
beside me, and | exchange worried looks. “ Something about paint exploding all over
him. He got stuck there longer, texted to tell me what happened, but | told him to stop
by the apartment to change and shower. | know Coach Bryce is here for at least
another hour, usually, so | told Liam he approved it.”

| suck my bottom lip in to keep from laughing; Ronan is fighting his own amusement.
“Next time, come tell one of us, okay?’ he says. “I know you can navigate this whole
city on your own, but we have aresponsibility and want to know if you're staying on
property late.”

“Ronan’sright,” | add with anod. “Did you want us to give you aride home?’

“No, it's okay. He should be here in like ten minutes. Can | ask you something,
Coach?’

“Of course,” he repliesimmediately.

“| saw some articles about what you were like when you were younger.”

A hot flush works its way up my boyfriend' s cheeks, and | reach out to grab his hand.
He clears his throat. “What about them?’

“Were you really that big of ajerk?’



“He was never a jerk,” | cut in before he has the chance to say anything. Emmie’s
eyes drift to me, clearly confused. “Josie and | met these guys for the first time in
2015, so I’'m a trustworthy source. He was young, popular, and talented, and he fell
into some partying. The newspapers got a hold of it thanks to his popularity and blew
it out of proportion.”

“I'm not going to pretend like | don’'t have a past, Emmie,” Ronan jumps in.
“Sticking to this sport for the fame and attention and sticking to it for love and
passion have two different outcomes. I’m proof of that. There are things | did in my
early twenties that | regret, but | can't change them. That's why | always want to
make sure youguys are doing this because you want to. Along the way in my career,
it became a job | dreaded going to, and | didn’t have the opportunity to regain my
lovefor it until | couldn’t compete.”

“The accident,” she murmurs.

He must have told his team about the accident. Since his parents erased every trace of
their golden boy’sfall, there’s no way any of uswould know he was involved without
being told. He did everything right, and a drunk driver took his career from him, and
thelife of his Uber driver.

He sighs. “Yes. A couple of stupid actions turned into who | was in the eye of the
swimming world. There were times | leaned into it—because having a reputation
means you're less likely to disappoint people—but it's not who | was. Just like with
any sport, especially at alevel you're aspiring to be at, it can have its downfalls and
its dangerous areas. You'll be faced with choices, and | can’t make them for you. |
can only remind you, and every one of your teammates, that your past follows you.
You can't run from it because it will outrun you. So, try to make choices you can
aways be proud of. It won't be perfect, but owning your decisions makes them
yours.”



“And if you ever need someone to talk to, your brother is there for you,” | add,
reaching out to squeeze her arm. “Ronan, Carter, and Bryce have all faced the choices
you'll have to face, so use them as the resources they are. They’'re going to do their
best to guide you, but they can’t help you with what they don’t know about.”

“And you?’ she asks, surprising me. “Can | cometo you for advice? | know it may be
weird, but I’'m agirl surrounded by aton of testosterone. | need girl power.”

“Absolutely. But you want to know a secret?” She perks up and nods. “These guys
aren't fazed by anything, and they may surprise you. They’re hardcore feminists, al
three of them.”

Her eyes go comically wide as she turns to Ronan. My boyfriend nods. “ Screw the
patriarchy.”

She beams at me. “That’ sreally cool.”

| wonder what it must feel like to be her age and know there are men out there who
are as pissed off as we are. That are willing to stand up and help us fight until our
voices are heard. Women and young girls are ignored every single day, especialy in
their sports and in their jobs; and every single day, Emmie gets to come to a club that
will fight for her right to be there, to be seen, to be heard, and to be taken serioudly.
At Adair, her role in her sport is as important as any of her male identifying
teammates. It warms my heart to know | get to be part of it.
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“But I’'m still not asking Coach Ronan if he has atampon.”

Ronan'’s face turns bright red at the out-of-nowhere statement, but clears his throat.
“They’re alwaysin my bag.”

“Really?’ Even that surprises me. | was about to tell her where she could find them in
our office.

“Yeah, of course,” he replies. “Being a coach means showing up for my entire team,
no matter what.”

A car horn blares as it pulls into the parking lot. Emmie barely glances at it before
standing and darting toward it. She waves over her shoulder with a shout that she will
see us tomorrow.

| lean into Ronan’s side. “Y ou’ re pretty incredible, you know that?’

He kisses the top of my head. “It’s nice to be reminded. | looked at what you brought
over when you stayed; my bathroom is stocked, by the way. Pain relief supplies, too.”

| squint up at him. “Are you sure you don’'t have alittle sister hiding somewhere?’
“My parents hated me. Why would they have another?”’
It's so easy for him to make light of the situation, and | have to respect that, but with

each self-deprecating joke, | need to remind him of how loved he is. | kiss his
shoulder, looking up at him through my lashes. “If anyone ever callsyou a jerk again,



they’ll have me to answer to.”

“Oh, thank god. | was getting so tired of defending myself. I’ve been waiting for a
badass woman to come into my lifeto do it for me.”

“You joke, but | know there’'s a part of you that feels that way.”

He kisses me, laughing against my lips. “We're the kind of couple that fights for each
other.”

Yes, we are. Him and me against the world. Plus, a family that we sort of adopted
tagging along. Still, us against the world.

Adair Swim Club has never been this packed, and it sends a thrill through me. The
meet is nothing major, but it's the first in the season. And, more importantly, for
some of my swimmers, it’s the first time they’ll get on a block. It could go about a
hundred different ways because a swimmer never knows how a race is going to turn
out until they get in the water and swim it.

| pull my gaze from the warm-up pool to scan the crowd for familiar faces. Both
Carter and Bryce are helping me out by keeping the kids organized and motivated,
making sure they get to their lane on time. It's a single day meet, and | can already
see some of them starting to drag.

The rest of the Adair Swim support is out in full swing, and almost everyone is
wearing the shirts Mia designed. My eyes land on the section with my girlfriend in it
and immediately find her. She's grinning brightly, talking to Josie about something,
and her dark hair is flowing with every movement of her head. Kat is next to them,
with Liam at her side, who looks like he might throw up. | bite back a grin. If Emmie
goes as far as | think she can go, Liam has a lot more nauseating moments ahead of
him. He should pace himself.



Emmie'sfinal is up next, she has the top time going into the final. | remember when |
raced at her age, desperate to pull out a fast time to impress my parents. Emmie,
though, is relaxed as she shakes her muscles out. A cool confidence about her that
comes from trusting in herself, in her training, and in knowing she won't lose love if
she doesn’t win.

It's her first final she's ever swam. The hundred-yard freestyle.

| might be feeling as sick to my stomach as Liam is. | don’t have favorite swimmers,
but there are definitely ones closer to my heart.

“You ready?’ | ask her. She's fixing the braid her hair is in before she puts on her
cap. She nods. “This is your first final ever, Emmie. No one is expecting fireworks,
but if you trust yourself and everything we' ve been working on—"

“I could have fireworks?’ She grins cheekily.

“Let’s start with sparklers and work up to fireworks,” | offer with a laugh.

The swimmers are called for the race. Emmie flashes me one last grin and | move to
stand next to Bryce, crossing my arms over my chest and training my eyes on the
blocks. | don’t know why | have this nervous energy in me, why | feel the need to
jump up and down to try and work it out. | feel like we're on the edge of something,
but | don’t know if it's good or bad. Maybe | should have had Mia do atarot reading
for the outcome of this meet.

No, that would be abad idea.

“Dude, you need to chill,” Bryce mutters, the coach of the high school standing on his
other side. “She’s going to do fine.”



“I know,” | reply. But do | know? “This is her first final, and she’'s been working so
hard. Plus, her reaction time isn’t exactly where we want to see it and—"

“And all that can be fixed in practice later. Let’ s focus on the now.”

Take your marks.

My gaze jumps to the starting blocks, zeroing in on Emmie, my only swimmer, to
make the final. The buzzer sounds, and they’re off.
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It's fireworks.
Not sparklers, not sparks from afire starting—it’ s fireworks.

Emmie gets a National Age Group record in the 100-yard freestyle in her first ever
meet. Not only does she break the record, she smashes it by almost two full seconds.
The sound in the pool is silent as we wait for the results to be official, and then it's
just an explosion of noise. Emmie's screaming as she jumps up and down,
surrounded by her team who immediately congratulate her. When she launches
herself at me for a hug, on her way to get to her brother, she whispers two small
words with so much meaning behind them. “ Thank you.”

And | couldn’t be prouder.

“S0, what’ s the plan now?’ Bryce asks. “Is she wanting to work toward Trials? See if
she can make the team?’

| laugh lightly. “If you ask her brother, the first priority is graduating from high
school and getting into a good college.”

“But...” he presses.

“But if atrip to Los Angeles for the Olympics is part of that, | think he’d be okay
with it.”

He chuckles. “You' re gonna have your hands full, O’ Brien. Which iswhy I’m almost
hesitant to ask, do you think you could take on another one?’



My brow furrows. “What are you talking about? Is there another kid you want me
to...Holy shit.”

When | look at Bryce, he's not looking at me. He's staring out at the pool, a look of
longing in his eyes. All those early morning swims, the long sessions in the gym, the
few times he's had me time him...it was al starting to click into place.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Clark?’

“l want to go out on my own terms,” he comments. “My shoulder is feeling better
than it hasinyearsand | missit.”

“Have you talked to Josie about this?’

“Not yet, but | know she'll be excited,” he assures me. The last thing | need is his
fiancée thinking | talked him into this somehow. “Now all | need is a coach, and there
IS no one better.”

“Don’t let Carter hear you say that.” It's a joke, but my mind is spinning a hundred
miles a minute.

Bryce is giving me yet another reason to stick around. | don’t think that’s hisintent in
asking me, but it's there. Plus, I’d seen it in his gaze. There has been a wistfulness
there for the last few months; | was just waiting for him to say something.

“Carter’s my best friend and | wouldn’t have accomplished any of the things | have
without him, but thisis different. | don’t need someone in my corner; | need someone
who's not afraid to kick my ass,” Bryce says.

| remember watching the Tokyo Games, watching how Bryce could barely pull
himself out of the water. There' s a difference between being able to see that someone



Is in pain and knowing firsthand what that pain feels like. | hated watching that,
especially when he'd given his al to that race. He got the gold, but I knew it might
have been at the cost of the rest of his career.

“You weren't done.”

It's not a question, nor is it a statement that needs an answer. It's the truth and we
both know it. I’ ve heard about how he coached Carter through his final year, stressing
how important it is to make sure you're done. To make sure you're not leaving this
sport behind with regrets.

God, | have so many regrets.

“I’m not done. So, man, what do you say? Y ou want to stick around long enough to
help a washed-up Olympian make a comeback?’

My brow arches. “Are we calling it a comeback?’

He laughs. “Hell no.”

“Then I'm in.” | turn enough to shake his hand, which he accepts. “Looks like I'm
planning to send two swimmers to the Olympics.”

The irony that one of them will be thirty-four while the other won’'t even be twenty
isn’t lost on either one of us.

“l guess | should probably go tell my fiancée,” he declares, standing. “Serioudly,
man, Carter and | brought you on for a reason. A reason you just proved. We're

happy you'’ re sticking around.”

Involuntarily, my gaze drifts past him to where Mia is making her way toward me,



stopping to chat with some parents and other swimmers along the way. A warm
comfort settlesin the pit of my stomach.

| look back toward Bryce, standing as | do so. “I can’'t thank you enough for giving
me this opportunity. | never thought I’ d find somewhere | want to stay.”
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“1t’ s not the somewhere, dude,” he replies. “It’s the someone.”

He means Mia. | know he does, but there’'s more to it than that. It's this group of
people who somehow found one another and came together to create something
wonderful. Something full of love, support, and genuine joy in being themselves.
Some of our biological families are amazing, some of them suck, but what
we' vefound in one another is bigger than that. We are a family that comes together
when biology fails or can’'t be here.

“You'reright,” | agree, “but it’s still not something | thought I’d ever find.”
“It’ s always been here. Always will be.”

Not knowing what else to say, | clap him on his shoulder and let him head toward
Josie. With Mia heading my way, | keep standing, waiting for her to reach me.

| will always feel some resentment over what was taken from me, but at least my
friends will all get to go out on their own terms. It took me a long time to realize |
spent so much time holding on after that accident because | was too afraid it'd be
taken from me. | didn't want to repeat history again; | knew where | stood in the
public eye, knew where | stood in my family’s eye, and | no longer cared about living
my own life.

“What are you thinking about?’ A hand winds around my bicep, giving it a gentle
squeeze. | look down into the eyes that make my stomach swoop, hoping this feeling
never goes away. “You didn’t hear me talking to you?’



| lean down, pressing a kiss against her cheek, winding my arm around her shoulder.
“Sorry about that, beautiful. I’ve been taking a minute...you know, soaking it al in,
and thinking about what’ s coming next.”

For afraction of a second, her shoulders tense beneath my arm. | hate that I’ m part of
the reason she has this fear; a knee-jerk reaction to someone else bringing up the
future and the possibility that it might not include her. | hate that someone, including
me, ever put that thought in her head.

| silently vow to myself that she'll never have to worry about something like this
again. At least, not from me. My plans includesticking around until she’'s so sick of
me, she begs meto leave. But even then, | doubt I'd go far.

Her arms wind around my middle, resting her head against my shoulder, which gives
me the perfect opportunity to press akiss against her forehead.

“ S0, what does the future look like for you now, Ronan O’ Brien?”’

| grin at the familiar tone. It's the same one she used in every interview she ever
conducted for the blog, calm and approachable, but clearly all business. It's been a
long time since I’ ve heard that tone. Part of me missed it. “Nothing too extravagant,
Miss Sheridan,” | tease back. “I want to make my house into a home, take two
swimmers to the Los Angeles Olympics, at least, and fall more and more in
love...you know, the basics.”

Her intense gaze snaps up to mine, a frown creasing her forehead. “What do you
mean, taketwoswimmers to the Olympics?’

“That’s the part you picked up on?’ | ask, brow raised. “Not the falling more and
more in love part?’



“Of course not,” she scoffs. “If I'm involved, there will be plenty more falling in
love. I'm multi-faceted.”

My laugh echoes through the emptying pool, bouncing off the walls, and causing a
couple of people to turn our way. My entire focus, though, is on Mia. The woman
who has so many beautiful sides to her that | can’t wait to discover. Even her prickly
sides are dluring to me (although, | think I can go a while without having them
directed at me again).

“Ronan O’ Brien, you better tell me what other swimmer you' re going to take to the
Olympics!” She pulls away enough to glare at me.

“Well, obvioudly, | want all the kids on my team to at least make it to Trials. While
they can’t all make the team, there are two whol think have a good shot at making it.”
Her glare darkens. “One of them is a new kid who has a lot to prove. And the
other—"

I’m cut off by the sound of a shrill squeal that sends everyone' s attention swiveling to
find the source. And the source of that sound is a very excited Josie Martin, who's
being spun around in Bryce's arms. While most might wonder if a proposa has
happened, that ring has been sitting on her finger for weeks now, so those closest to
her know it’s something else.

“Oh, my god,” Mia breathes, turning to focus on me. Her eyes are wide, foggy with
tears. “I1s Bryce?’

“Yeah,” | confirm with a nod. Her hand flies up to cover her mouth, a few tears
managing to escape. “He's not done, and if | learned anything from my own
experience, it's the importance of not letting someone else take your dream away
from you.”



“And he asked you to coach him?”’

My grin grows. “Y eah, but we're not calling it a comeback. For either one of us.”

With Emmie and Bryce, this would be the first time I’'m officially putting my name
out there as a coach. I've helped hundreds of kids through Operation Fly, coached
them myself, but their success was always tied to the organization rather than me as
an individual. Bryce's request gives me a different opportunity in this sport. | have an
opportunity to help shape champions, to take the hardest lessons | learned and use
them to make athletes stronger.

Two Months Later

“Okay, but hear me out,” Carter yells over the arguing that’s happening in Ronan’s
library. “What if all the great Olympic swimmers come out of retirement and try to
makeit to LA? It d be pretty epic.”

“All of them?’ | question with araised brow. “Even those who are dead?’

Carter groans, glaring a me. “No! Obviously not them. I'm talking the Phelps era,
maybe a bit younger.”

“l don’t think anyone can talk Jason Lezak into making a comeback, dude.” Ronan
steps up behind me, pressing his hand against the small of my back. “Maybe Lezak
could take his place.”
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From the corner of the yard, Lezak lets out aloud bark, clearly pleased with the idea.
Whenever | look at him now, | get a little teary-eyed because he's not a small puppy
anymore. He's grown so much since | met him, but he's still the same adorable dog.
He still wakes up at the ass crack of dawn for workouts with Ronan and then wakes
me up with kisses when they get back home. He still trails up and down the length of
the pool when we're at work, and watches the swimmers closely like he's their coach
instead of Ronan. And he still steals things, including the small box Ronan hid a key
in forwhen he planned to ask me to move in. That time, it was Ronan chasing the dog
down the stairs and | was the one he brought his prize to.

Ronan didn’t even need to ask the question.

Now the dog sits across the yard with Emmie in the grass beside him. She's trying to
play with a small bundle, but the young corgi is much more interested in climbing
Lezak like a jungle gym. | still can’'t believe Bryce caved so easily, the two of them
showing up a my door one evening with the tiniest puppy in Josie€'s hands. They
named her Charlotte, Charlie for short, to remember the moment they met for the first
time.

In practically the same place Ronan and | met that same spring.
“1 think Bryce's comeback is more than enough to focus on,” Josie argues from her
fianc€ s lap. He squeezes her hip. “Oh, right, we aren’t calling it a comeback. What is

it then? A resurrection? A reverse disappearing act?’

He hides hislaugh in her hair.



“No, Josie’sright,” | cut in. “If all these people come out of retirement to swim at an
Olympics on home soil, we might need to restart the blog, and no one has time for
that.”

Josie groans in commiseration. “There’s so much you have to do to run a blog like
that. | don’t think | remember how.”

“Besides,” Ronan adds, “Josie is too busy basking in the success of her debut novel!”

Josie released her bookThe Gold Between Usa little over a month ago and has been
blown away by the success of it. People are apparently jumping at the chance to read
a sports romance based on areal couple. The sales keep pouring in, she's been asked
to be a guest on podcasts. Influencers are dying for the chance to work with her.
Unable to take credit for her job well done, she insists her successcomes from my
marketing, which is total bullshit. All the marketing in the world won’t make a shitty
book sell.

Bryce somehow pulls her closer and whispers something against her ear. Her cheeks
turn bright red, and she ducks her head. The look of pure pride on his face tells me
everything | need to know.

“Hey, Mia?’ | turn to see Liam sticking his head out of the sliding door. “Y ou might
want to get in here before Katrina plans to tear the whole kitchen out. Something

about stupid bachelor décor?’

“Oh, no, shedoesn’'t!” I'm already moving toward the door. “I want most of it to stay,
but yes, the bachel or-ness of it can go.”

Ronan wraps an arm around my wrist, tugging me back into him. “What? Y ou don’t
think 1I’m going to need the bachelor ook anymore?”’

My eyes narrow at him, his thumb rubbing over the freshly healed tattoo on the inside



of my wrist. “You better not.”

He lifts my hand over and brings it up to kiss the skin there. When he stands back up,
| take a moment to look at the tattoo. My wrist was one of the few places on my arm |
still had space available, and | knew | wanted to see this one every single day. The
dark ink stands out on my skin, the drawing nearly perfect as the piece comes
together to show three tarot cards: The Four of Cups reversed, The Seven of Wands,
and, most importantly, The Lovers.

“Uh, Mia?’ Liam sounds panicked now. “Do you want to keep the double oven?’
“Oh, hell no.” I gently push Ronan aside. “Carter, I’ m about to fire your girlfriend.”
“You can’t. Ronan hired her!”

“It’ s her house, too, man,” Ronan defends me. “ She can fire whoever she wants.”

Her house, too.

The sentence is enough to make me melt into a pile of goo. There was a time in my
life when | convinced myself Ronan was in my past, and my feelings for him were
there, too. Looking back on everything now, | can see the signs of how wrong that
thought was. Just because | was mad and hurt, | never stopped caring about him. |
cared about him yesterday; | care about him today; and I’'ll continue to care for the

rest of my life, no matter what happens.

But now | can see that care has been morphed into something bigger, something far
less tangible, but infinitely sweeter. | love him.

| loved him yesterday; | love him today; and I'm pretty damn sure I’ll love him for
the rest of our lives.



Maybe even beyond.



