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        When he falls, he falls hard.

      

        

      
        Millie Baylin just moved to a new city to start college. Introverted and studious, she plans on spending most of her time holed up in the library working on her novel and keeping to herself. But when she gets dragged along to a school football game by her fun, football-mad new roommate, the hot star quarterback almost drops the ball at his very first sight of her.

      

        

      
        Bo McCabe is saving himself. A hopeless romantic at heart, he’s holding out for the real thing. As soon as he lays eyes on the shy stranger with the striking gray eyes and the angel’s face, he’ll stop at nothing to find out if she’s the one he’s been waiting for all along.

      

        

      
        Millie thinks Bo’s insta-obsession is insanity and wants nothing to do with him. But Bo is determined. Because, somehow, Millie has already stolen his heart … and he is now utterly obsessed with winning hers.

      

        

      
        Can Bo convince Millie he’s the man of her dreams?

      

        

      
        Hopeless Romantic is a sexy standalone sports romance starring an obsessed hero and the love of his life (includes two hopelessly romantic HEA epilogues!). This book is a feel-good tribute to love at first sight and insta-everything (because it happened to me :).
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        To my husband

      

        

      
        I was ordering a drink in a seaside bar and so were you. We started talking. We both knew within five minutes we’d get married. A few months later, we took our vows. I loved you from that very first day.

      

        

      
        Some people say love at first sight doesn’t happen in real life. We know it really does.
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      The bus drops me off next to the front entrance of the university.

      I walk up to the main admissions building, where I’m given a map and a bag full of booklets and welcome materials. I make my way through the crowd of people on the campus green, keeping my hat low over my eyes, using the map to try to find my way to my new dorm.

      I can’t believe I’m here.

      College.

      I never knew if I’d actually get this far. So many times along the way, college had seemed like a place other people went, a goal not just up among the stars, but over in someone else’s galaxy. But I’ve made it. This is real. My dream, against all odds, has come true.

      I graduated from high school more than a year ago, but it’s taken me this long to save up enough money to get started. Desperate to get as far away from my hometown in Florida as possible, I applied to four schools. And I got in.

      This place is like a different world. More than forty thousand students go to this university. It’s practically its own city, with top-ranked sports teams, space-age libraries and students from every walk of life you could imagine. It’s got an energetic, optimistic vibe to it that’s kind of blowing my mind. The autumn air is crisp and cool. People are pink-cheeked, wearing colorful scarves, holding steaming cups of coffee and hot chocolate from a nearby coffee truck. Until two days ago, I’d never in my life been north of Atlanta. Everything about this place feels new and exciting and picture-perfect. I almost feel like I belong here.

      Belonging isn’t something I’ve had a lot of experience with. I don’t fit in or make friends easily. Not because I intentionally try to be an outcast, but because I’m used to keeping secrets.

      But not anymore.

      All my secrets have turned to dust.

      Here, I’m not the poor kid with a heroin addict for a mother. Or the lonely waif who lives in a trailer park and carries Narcan in her pockets. I’m not the freaky teenage girl who wears hats and oversized jackets in August to hide myself because I live alone, or close enough. My only protector was too far gone to care.

      All that’s behind me now.

      My mother is dead. It feels like a mercy. The needles, the wasting away, the giving up of every shred of herself just to get her next fix. I tried to save her, but she just couldn’t be saved. Grief was weaved into the painful fabric of our downward spiral. Which meant that, as soon as she was gone, it was surprisingly easy to walk away. I’d already said my goodbyes to the person my mother was, a long time ago.

      Now, I’m free. Free of the pain and sadness of my past.

      Today, here—right this minute—I can start my new life.

      In this mini-city of forty thousand people, I know I can find my own quiet corner, where I’ll be perfectly content to watch everyone else having the time of their lives while I get to work and do what I came here to do. Kick ass, in the only way I know how.

      It’s a strange thing to have a knack for. As soon as I started writing stories, something clicked. When I write, I enter this fever dream that takes me into other worlds. I use writing to crawl inside my own mind. To escape from reality. It helped, when I needed it most.

      The coffee-scented air leads me over to the coffee truck. I stand in line. I’m wearing my usual loose jacket and my black sailor’s cap that I tuck my hair into. Because I actually need them in this weather, which is a nice change. People still stare at me. I’m used to it. I know what I look like.

      Students are clustered into groups, talking to each other, meeting each other. I sometimes wonder, like now, what it would be like to be fun and outgoing. The girl behind me in line starts up bubbly conversations with a couple of random strangers, without even a hint of self-consciousness or turning red or stammering over her words, like I would. Shyness is a curse.

      My backstory doesn’t help, but at some point, you just have to move on. That’s why I’m here, after all.

      “What can I get you?” says the guy in the truck. He’s staring. I pull my hat a little lower.

      “One hot chocolate, please.”

      He smiles, making no move to get my order. “You must be a freshman. I’m sure I would have noticed you.”

      “Yes. I just arrived.” After three days on a Greyhound bus, but I don’t bother with the details.

      He pours cocoa into a cardboard cup. “I’m Mason.”

      “Hi, Mason.”

      I don’t offer my name in return. There’s a line behind me and I really just want to get my drink so I can go and find my dorm. But Mason takes his time. “And you are?”

      I relent. “Millie.”

      “Millie,” he repeats. “I like that name.”

      “It’s sort of old-fashioned, but it works.”

      His gaze roves across my face, taking its time. “Hey, there’s a party at my place tonight. You should come.” He scrawls a number on a napkin and hands it to me, along with my cup of hot chocolate. “Give me a call.”

      “I’ll see. Thanks.” I hand him my money card.

      “It’s on the house,” he says. “Really. You should come. It’ll be fun. I can pick you up if you need a ride.”

      “Hey, man,” says a guy behind me in line. “How about stop trying to pick up the freshman and make us some coffee instead?”

      I take that as my cue. “Thanks, Mason.”

      “See you tonight, hopefully,” Mason calls after me, but I let myself drift into the crowd. I already know I’m not going to Mason’s party. I’m not really the party-going type. Besides, I don’t have time. Part of being able to afford college came from the advance money for a book I wrote last year, when I was going through the worst of … the worst. By some miracle, I landed a literary agent, who got me a two-book deal with a major publisher. They said my writing was “heartfelt,” which is true enough. The money isn’t a huge amount, but it meant I could afford to start college this year, instead of waiting another year or two to save. I have no idea how I’ll finish the second book by their deadline of January 1st, but I guess I’ll figure it out. That, along with the full course load I’ll be taking, means I’ll basically be living in the library for the entire first semester.

      I check my map, pretending I feel confident and ready to take my new world by storm. At least if I look like I know what I’m doing, people might actually think I do.

      There’s a band playing a Fleetwood Mac song in the middle of the green. Nearby, some guys are throwing a football around.

      The sky is blue, with only a few high, wispy clouds. It’s late afternoon. The leafy trees are vibrant shades of red and orange, with an artful smattering sprinkled across the green grass. Autumn, like I’ve only seen it in movies. Everything’s so colorful and … collegiate. Preppies, jocks, hipsters and academics are mingling seamlessly, all wearing splashes of the same school colors.

      Nearby, a cluster of girls are eyeing up the football jocks. These are the kinds of girls who used to make my life hell in high school. The social media-obsessed types who spend hours making sure their selfies are envy-worthy. They hate people like me: people with problems they don’t want touching them and their shiny lives. Loners, who—God knows why, since I avidly try to avoid it—take attention away from them. And it’s always the kind of attention I wish I wasn’t getting.

      I do my best to avoid them. Maybe things will be different in college.

      I’m mortified when one of the jocks calls out to me and starts walking over to me. He’s huge and built like a Marvel character.

      I try to steer clear but he blocks my way, so I’m forced to stop.

      “Hey,” he says. He’s literally towering over me. I have no doubt he could break me in half if he wanted to. It’s intimidating. “Are you a freshman?”

      I just had this conversation and I really don’t feel like having it again. I’m not good at small talk. “Yes. And I’m on my way to my dorm, if you’ll excuse me.”

      “You’re fucking gorgeous,” he says.

      I don’t know how to reply to that so I step around him and keep walking but he walks along with me.

      He’s persistent. “Where’re you from?”

      I don’t want to chit-chat with this oversized stranger. “A small town I’m sure you’ve never heard of.”

      “Try me.” He’s sort of sweaty and bulging and it’s freaking me out.

      So I hurry past him. “I’m sorry but I’m meeting someone and I’m late. It was nice talking to you.”

      “You and me should get together sometime,” he says.

      That’s not going to happen in this lifetime or the next twelve, I don’t bother saying. I keep walking, hoping I’m heading in the right direction.

      “I’ll look out for you,” the jock calls after me.

      Luckily, unless he likes hanging out in hidden corners of the library, he’ll never find me.

      My dorm isn’t far. It’s full of people carrying boxes and saying goodbye to their parents. A pang of something that’s not quite sadness and not quite jealousy flutters, but I let it go. It doesn’t matter anymore that I’m alone. These people are starting their new lives too, just like I am. Some are already partying. I slide past them and make my way up to the third floor.

      My roommate is there, sitting on the bed next to the window that has a view out over the green. She’s going through an open suitcase and she looks up when I walk in. She has long hair the color of polished copper and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. Her face lights up, like she’s genuinely happy to see me. “Hey, roomie. I’m Violet.”

      I smile back at her. It’s impossible not to. She’s fun and nice, you just get that impression. “Millie.”

      “Hi, Millie. I hope you don’t mind me claiming the bed next to the window. And the bigger closet. Your desk is bigger, though. And you have an extra bookshelf.”

      “No, that’s fine.”

      “I saw you talking to that football player and his groupies,” she says.

      “You saw that?”

      “I was feeling your pain.” She laughs. “Those girls’ faces when they saw it was you and not them he was chasing after.”

      “Well, they can have him. I hope I haven’t already made a few enemies.”

      “Those girls will be fine as long as you stay away from the football team.”

      “You know them?”

      “I know their type.” She sets a picture of her family on her bedside table. She has a lot of brothers, it looks like. “My brother was the quarterback at my high school in Wilmington. My other brother was a wide receiver. And my other brother was a halfback. We had girls like that camping out on our doorstep every night of the week.”

      “Wow. Well, I’ll definitely be staying away from the football team,” I assure her. “As far away as possible.”

      “There’s no way we’re not going to the game tonight, though. You have to come with me. I don’t know anyone else here yet.”

      I laugh a little as I put my bag on my bed and start unpacking it. “I’m probably going to skip the game, sorry.”

      “No way, roomie, you can’t bail on me! I refuse to sit there by myself and I can’t miss the opening game of the season. My brothers would kill me.”

      “I’m not really into football,” I admit. I’ve honestly never watched much of it and couldn’t tell you the rules if my life depended on it.

      “What are you into?” Violet’s face is open and sunny, like she’s actually interested and not just asking to make small talk. So I find myself telling her.

      “I’m a writer.”

      “That’s so cool! Are you an English major?”

      “Yeah. How about you?”

      “Psychology. I’m planning on becoming a shrink. Believe it or not, it’s been my lifelong ambition.”

      “Wow.” I start putting some of my stuff into drawers.

      “Yeah, just be careful. I might go all Freudian and start psycho-analyzing you any minute.”

      I smile without meaning to and it feels good. It’s been a long time since I made a new friend. “I’ll watch out for that.”

      “If you ever feel like you might need some therapy, just let me know. You can be my first patient.”

      I take my hat off and toss it onto my bed. My hair tumbles out and hangs past my shoulders. It’s been a while since I cut it.

      “Wow,” she says. “Is that your real hair?”

      I have strange hair. It’s a very pale shade of red that’s almost blond, but not quite. It looks pink under certain lights. A lot of people comment on it or stare at it or want to touch it, which is why I usually keep it hidden. I cut it shorter after my mother died, in one of those weird moments where you do something and you don’t know why. But it’s grown back since then. I have bangs and it’s angled around my face, unevenly in places, because going to a hairdresser wasn’t something I could ever afford. “I’m thinking about dyeing it black.”

      “Don’t you dare. It’s amazing.”

      “So’s yours.” It really is. It’s a coppery red with gold highlights.

      Her phone pings and she’s busy for a few seconds. “So, what do you say? Kick-off is at four thirty.”

      “I don’t know the first thing about football.”

      “I’ll teach you,” she says. “Who knows, you might actually enjoy it.”
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      I climb out of the pool after doing my daily two hundred laps and grab a towel. My house, as usual, is quiet. It’s been a long summer. I was glad to start football practice again, just to get out of my own fucking head. I have plenty of friends, but a lot of them go back to their hometowns for the summers, to hang out with their families. This is my hometown. The only family I have left is a brother who was deployed to Afghanistan eleven months ago and has been through some very real shit, and another brother who lives in Chicago. I don’t see Gage that much. He’s the CEO of his own investment firm. He also happens to be busy sleeping his way around Chicago most nights of the week. We get along well when we’re together but when I visit, I always feel like I’m encroaching on his bed-hopping schedule.

      I have the opposite problem. I grab my bag and put it into my car, driving the short distance to campus.

      I could bed hop if I wanted to. Very easily.

      I don’t, though. For … reasons.

      Reasons I prefer not to dwell on.

      In fact, the whole topic is one I avoid like the plague.

      The problem is, a lot of other people seem to thrive on speculating continuously, like they have nothing better to fucking do.

      Maybe because I’m the starting quarterback. I’m 6’4’’ and I work out for four hours a day, so I’m built as fuck. I keep to myself when I’m not hanging out with friends or at practice, so I’ve been labeled “brooding” and “mysterious.” Go figure.

      The more I deflect, the more they want me.

      Like now, as I park my car and make my way toward the players’ entrance of the stadium.

      “Hi, Bo.”

      I turn. It’s three girls, hanging out next to a yellow Jeep. It looks like they’ve been waiting for me. They smile as I walk past. “Hey.”

      “What are you doing for the next twenty minutes?” one of them asks.

      “Getting ready to play a game of football.”

      “The game doesn’t start for two hours,” one points out.

      I don’t feel like having a conversation with these girls. They’re dressed in … not much at all. I barely even look at them. That would be a bad idea. “We have warm-ups.”

      “What about later?” says the blond. “What are you doing after the game?”

      “Celebrating, hopefully.”

      “We could meet up with you. If you wanted to … you know … party.”

      The redhead is twirling a strand of her long hair around a finger. “That is, if you’re sure you don’t want us to help you warm up a little … before warm-ups.”

      “Yeah, Bo,” says the dark-haired one. “We could all help you warm up.”

      I keep walking. “Maybe another time.”

      My behavior would probably be considered strange to most people, I know that. Most guys would be thanking their lucky stars that every woman they meet is desperate for some goddamn action. My problem is, I can’t bring myself to go with it.

      Which could have something to do with the fact that my mother died of a particular aggressive form of pancreatic cancer on my fifteenth birthday. A few weeks later, my father hung himself in our garage. He loved her so much, he just didn’t want to live without her. On her death bed, my mother’s final words to me were … promise me you’ll stay true to your own heart.

      I told her I would.

      Which I now regret.

      Caleb joined the Marines a few years later and Gage coped by jumping into bed with a long line of willing women, maybe for some kind of comfort or distraction, who knows. As for me, I’m stuck in a zone that’s partly about honoring a promise and partly about trying to find a way to respect what my dead parents once had.

      I’m not exactly fucking thrilled about any of it, but it’s the hand I’ve been dealt: I’m incapable of letting myself have random, meaningless sex. I’m waiting for the real thing, as ludicrous as that might be.

      And, since I’ve never met anyone who I could potentially see myself falling in love with—not even close—I’ve been saving myself for some elusive, perfect woman who might not even exist.

      Who probably doesn’t exist, let’s be honest.

      The whole scenario sucks, some days almost more than I can bear.

      I wish I could climb into that Jeep and go for a joyride with these girls. I wish I could let off some metaphorical steam all over them. Take out my frustrations in a long-overdue frenzy until they were crying for more than one reason.

      But no. I spend every single second of my time mired in a ferocious, feral state of relentless, raging lust. For a phantom lover who never shows up.

      I exist in a haze of blazing, pent-up need that has nowhere to focus besides football, which only releases a minuscule fraction of it.

      I hang out with my team and my friends, I swim until my muscles are aching, I pump iron until I’m drenched in sweat. But none of it helps.

      It’s a big fucking problem.

      I’m glad the football season officially starts tonight. Now that I can immerse myself in practice, games and my business and finance classes, time won’t seem so slow and heavy, I can only hope. Caleb will be home next month. My brother has seen some serious combat in Afghanistan and I have a feeling he’ll be a changed man when he gets back. I email him every couple of days to try to boost his morale, which hasn’t been great lately. It’ll be good to have him home again.

      The girls call after me, begging me to come back to them.

      I almost turn.

      I almost fucking do it.

      Promise me … stay true to your own heart.

      I am. I said I would. But what if it kills me?

      There’s more to me than a heart. And everything else about me wants to fuck like a maniac.

      I keep walking.

      I get to the locker room and toss my bag onto a bench.

      Most of the team is already there. Coach is already barking orders. We go through our plays and we warm up. I do what I need to do. I try to focus.

      Each day, it’s getting harder.

      My head isn’t straight. My situation is starting to fuck with my concentration. I’m consumed with a raging fever that’s becoming harder and harder to control.

      As we run out onto the field for kick-off, I can hear the fans chanting my name. We’re playing one of our biggest rivals tonight and they’ll give us a run for our money, but I’m more than up to it. I can feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins like a drug. The thrill of the game is the only thing that takes the slightest edge off.

      I pass the ball to Kirby, who advances twelve yards. It’s a good start. The fans go wild. It’s our first game of the season and they’re feeling it.

      I nail pass after pass. By the end of the first half, we’re up by fourteen points.

      Time does what it always does when I play football. It becomes all about my focus on the game. I don’t have to think about anything else and it’s a relief, as much as it can be.

      It’s the physical part of the urge that never really eases. Not even relentless workouts or the intensity of a game can distract me from that side of my craving.

      I can’t go on like this much longer.

      I’m going to lose my mind.

      Kirby pats me on the back, smirking. Reading my state of mind, probably. “You okay, man?”

      “Just get into position.” I sound gruff. I should be enjoying my life, for fuck’s sake. I just wish I didn’t have to break a sacred promise to do it.

      “Chief, we’re going to have to stage an intervention.” He laughs sympathetically but then runs over to take his place. It’s sort of infuriating that the entire team—and therefore world—knows the extent of my pain.

      Everyone knows I’m mired in the misery of my own fucking “rule.” It’s all over the internet. I’m the starting quarterback who’s saving himself for the real thing. Which makes the whole clusterfuck a million times worse.

      Another pass slides perfectly into Kowalski’s hands. Touchdown.

      We’re on a roll.

      We score again.

      It’s deep in the fourth quarter when it happens. Our possession. The score is 38-7. I’m getting into position for the next play when something catches my eye. I glance up at the Jumbotron.

      And I stop.

      The camera has zoomed in on someone.

      At first I think I’m seeing things. Imagining some kind of vision, dug up, maybe, by an agony that’s only compounding itself hour by hour.

      It’s a girl. An unbelievably … beautiful girl.

      Her face is angelic, impossibly cute, like something out of … a fantasy, maybe.

      A fantasy I want to step into and live inside.

      She’s wearing a little black hat but as I stand there watching her, a gust of wind blows her hat off and her long hair spills loose. Her hair isn’t quite strawberry blond and isn’t quite white gold but some impossible shade in between, framing her face like a halo. The setting sun catches it. Everything about her shines with a surreal glow. She looks soft and enchanting and somehow shimmery, like a shy mermaid that just wandered onto dry land. You can tell she doesn’t know the camera is on her. She smiles sort of self-consciously at something her friend has said and reaches for her hat.

      Fuck, she’s stunning. She’s devastatingly sexy in a dreamy, totally-unaware-of-it way. Jesus. I spend most of my time half-cocked but at the sight of this unbelievably beautiful girl, my problem levels up. Just from gazing at the fucking Jumbotron. My lust is already in overdrive and my cock thickens at the sight of the gorgeous little angel on the screen. Which is really not ideal in the middle of a football game.

      The camera zooms in a fraction closer.

      Her face.

      Her mouth.

      Someone’s yelling at me. A lot of people are yelling at me. I can hear their voices, but I literally can’t pull my eyes away.

      I’m star-struck, like one of those shots in a movie where everything fades out except the object that takes all your focus. My mouth feels parched. And my heart aches as though I’ve been missing something monumental and here it suddenly fucking is.

      Who is she?

      I don’t even realize I’ve said it out loud, but Tyler is within earshot. “That’s the girl I saw on the green today. Look at her, man. She’s a goddess.”

      I feel like lunging at him. Tackling him to the ground and making sure he understands that he can’t have her. That if he goes anywhere near her, I’ll go fucking ballistic.

      But then she realizes she’s on camera and her cheeks get pink as she puts her hat back on and pulls it low over her eyes.

      The camera pans away, across the crowd, and she’s gone.

      No.

      I scan the stadium but have no idea where she might be.

      Coach is yelling from the sideline. He calls a time out. His face is bright red. Hayes and Kowalski and some of the others are laughing. I realize I’ve been standing there for a while, maybe close to a minute.

      “McCabe! What the hell are you doing?” Coach is screaming.

      “He’s checking out some girl on the Jumbotron.” Kirby elbows me. “Does this mean our lone wolf quarterback has finally met his match? Dude, you need to find her.”

      I know.

      My team gives me shit all the time about my lack of a love life. They don’t understand it and neither do I.

      Coach is about a foot shorter than me, ranting like a lunatic. He’s worked up. “If you have any intention of continuing as the starting goddamn quarterback for this team, McCabe, you’ll get your goddamn head back in this game, and pronto! You can play the other field in your own time. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He finishes his rant and we get back into formation. I scan the crowd as subtly as I’m capable of as I return to the field.

      I can’t see her.

      Fuck.

      It takes every shred of willpower I possess to keep my focus. Somehow, I do. For the final fifteen minutes, I go through the motions. Bronson’s a wild card with occasional flashes of genius. And he’s right where I want him. My pass glides into his outstretched hands and he juggles it before securing the ball.

      Touchdown! yells the announcer. The crowd goes insane.

      The game is over.

      I have to stop myself from running up into the stands to search for her. But there are a hundred thousand people here tonight. They’re standing up. They’re starting to leave.

      Where is she?

      Who is she?

      I have to find out.

      I need to see her again, like I’ve never needed anything in my life.

      The people around me are cheering, celebrating, patting me on the back.

      I barely hear them. All I can think about is the shy, glowing girl and the realization that’s hitting me like a ten-ton wall of bricks.

      I’m going to search for her until I find her. If it takes me the rest of my life to do it.

      I’ve kept my promise, and now it’s time to find out what I’ve been missing.

      To make the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen … mine.

      I want her.
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