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        To my children- A, A, & K. You three are the reason I was put onto this earth. I will do many jobs and have many roles in this lifetime, but being your mom is by far the most important and cherished one. I want so much for you, but most of all- I want you to be happy, kind, and live a meaningful life. I hope you know that you are all more than enough, just the way you are. You are each unique and special- a perfect little soul meant for great things. I hope you grow to follow your dreams and live a life full of gratitude. Thank you for supporting me while I follow mine. I will always be your biggest fan. There are many kinds of love, but the love I have for you three is and will always be the forever kind.

        <3

      

        

      
        The road to happily ever after is paved with struggles, heartache, and hard choices…but, if we take the lessons from our journey and learn from them—our happily ever after will be so worth it.

        -Jax Porter
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      I met my soul mate when I was born—well, shortly thereafter anyway. Our mothers were best friends, and that meant Lily and I, being only a month apart, were put together from the very start. I do not have a memory in my life that doesn’t have her in at least the backdrop. Most of my memories, especially the great ones, feature her front and center.

      Lily is perfect.

      I know people say that about the ones they love, but in this case, it is true. Of course she has some imperfections—she is human—but to me, even those are perfect. It’s hard to explain my feelings toward Lily because the word love doesn’t adequately describe them, not in the least. It is so much more than that.

      She is everything.

      She is the sun that rises in the morning, bringing with her a new day, shining her ray of light down on me. Her warmth engulfs me with a sense of love and peace that only she can give. She is the moon that graces the night sky, glowing bright, emitting a sea of tranquility to my soul.

      She is every moment in between, every breath, and every heartbeat.

      Every-single-thing.

      She is all that I’ve ever known, yet therein lies the problem.

      I didn’t just start loving Lily one day. I think I’ve always loved her in some way or another. Sometimes, when something has always been there, it is hard to recognize it for what it is. It is easy to take it for granted. I didn’t realize how deeply Lily had been ingrained in every fabric of my soul because I never had to feel her absence. And like any self-centered idiot who hadn’t realized what he had, I messed it up.

      It’s all so obvious now, but at the time, it was not. Isn’t it ironic that hindsight is always so crystal clear? I want to scream at my younger self, or more truthfully, I want to pummel his pretty-boy face for not seeing life—more specifically, my life with Lily—as what it was. I had everything I would ever need, and I was lucky enough to have it. It would have been helpful at the time to have a conscience, a smart one that could have guided me in the right direction.

      But no, I had to figure it out on my own in my own uniquely idiotic way.

      I wish I had realized what was truly important in life. None of my priorities actually mattered, and the choices I’d made to succeed turned out to be detrimental to my future happiness.

      The thing is, once choices are made and paths are altered, it is so hard to go back. Sometimes, it’s impossible.

      I know this because I’m standing here with a two-carat engagement ring in my hand, waiting to ask someone to marry me, to be my wife. I’m ready to love and cherish her till death do us part.

      But there is just one problem.

      She isn’t Lily.
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      Lily walks out the door, letting it close loudly behind her.

      “You already lost me. I just didn’t know it.” Her final words to me echo in my mind, causing a torrent of emotions to invade my brain.

      Today, anger speaks the loudest.

      I’m livid. I’m so mad, and I know I don’t have a reason to be.

      Life just happens. Who am I to think that my life should turn out exactly the way I planned? How many people are lucky enough to have life go according to schedule? Anyone? Maybe a few bastards out there are fortunate enough, but the majority of us don’t get so lucky.

      Either way I look at it, either way I choose…I will lose.

      I will not be coming out of this unscathed.

      It would be impossible.

      But on the other hand, either way, I win, too. Life is funny that way. It’s always taking, but then it’s always giving back as well. Sometimes, I have to look more closely to find the blessings, but when I quiet the fury and pity surrounding me, I can always find the light.

      “Hey,” Stella says quietly.

      Speaking of the light.

      She is watching me, leaning against the wooden pillar at the entranceway of the sitting room. “You okay?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      “How did it go?” she asks, concerned.

      “Horrible.” I run my hands through my hair, expelling a breath. My chest feels tight. “But I guess as good as it could have.”

      Lily showed up, unannounced, to tell me that she wanted me back, that she loved me…that I was her everything.

      I didn’t want Lily to find out this way. I didn’t want her to unknowingly walk into the house that I own with my fiancée and pour her heart out to me. I should have gone to her to break the news earlier this week, but Stella and I were so busy finalizing everything with the house and moving.

      I can’t even imagine how much Lily must be hurting right now. The pain and heartache that my words caused Lily was so tangible that I felt the anguish radiating from her every pore. I broke her heart again. Ugh, what a cruel blindside.

      Everything in me wants to run after her, wants to explain. I want to bare my heart, let her know everything. I want to convince her of my love and let her know why I chose Stella, why I’ve committed myself to Stella.

      But I can’t. I watched Lily walk out my door, broken, and there isn’t a darn thing I can do about it.

      Stella walks toward me. “I’m sorry, babe. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you.” Her hazel eyes shine down on me, so full of love.

      “Stop,” I reply quietly, dismissing her concern. “It’s fine. Come here.” I reach my hand out to her and pull her down to my lap.

      She giggles as she falls on me, and I wrap her up in my arms. I hug her tightly, taking in her scent, which is a deadly combination of coconut and sweet fruit.

      I sigh. “Well, that’s done at least.”

      “True. So, can we tell your family now?” Stella asks hesitantly.

      I laugh loudly, shaking my head. This whole situation is so ridiculous that I can’t help but chuckle. “I think that sounds like a great idea.”

      I haven’t been home since Christmas break when Lily broke my heart into shreds after refusing to take me back. It was only a little over six months ago, but it seems like a lifetime.

      My parents and Landon were at my graduation, but they didn’t run into Stella. At the time, we had been dating for only three months. To be honest, I wasn’t sure where Stella and I were heading, and I was still desperately missing Lily. My family knows of Stella because I’ve mentioned her in the past. They know that she was my study buddy all throughout college. I’m sure they think we are good friends, and while that is true, we are much more.

      Shortly after graduation, things intensified quickly with the whirlwind of the engagement and the house. Perhaps I should’ve informed my family as it was happening, but I didn’t. Stella and I needed time to figure out our plan before we had the outside influence of others.

      The past six weeks have been intense, to say the least, but Stella is all that matters right now. She has to be.

      So much has happened since December that I find it hard to process some days. I definitely haven’t been able to make sense of it all, and that’s why I haven’t talked to anyone about it. Truthfully, part of me just wanted to live in my Stella bubble for a while before it popped.

      After Lily’s visit, I’d say it has definitely burst.

      If Lily hadn’t surprised me with a visit today, I might have gradually broken the news to my family, but that ship has sailed. I have only hours before my mom hears about the engagement, and I’d rather she hears it from me. I don’t have time to decide if suddenly dropping the news on my family is the right manner in which to tell them. It is the only option on the table at this point.

      I’ve spent the last six months mourning Lily and the loss of what we were.

      I’ve been trying to figure out who I want to be in this life, who I am when I’m not following orders from people who do not have my best interests at heart. I’m finally starting to understand.

      I’ve also spent the time since December falling in love with Stella.

      I needed to do all of this away from Lily and away from my home. But now, it is time to let my family in.

      Lily’s impromptu visit wasn’t how I’d envisioned telling her, but I guess there really isn’t ever a good way to break someone’s heart.

      “Let’s go visit my parents today,” I say.

      Stella’s eyes go wide. “Today?”

      I grin. “Why not? It’s already been a heck of a day as it is. Let’s be crazy.”

      She beams. “Why not? You only live once, right?”

      I hesitate. “Right.”

      My grin fades as I stare into her hazel eyes. They appear browner in this light, mirroring her chestnut hair. I take her mouth against mine and kiss her hard, reminding myself of the reason for all my recent choices.

      I pull away before returning for a quick peck. “Okay, no more kissing. We have to go.”

      I lift her off of my lap, and she stands in front of me.

      I rise to meet her. “Let me just call Mom real quick and let her know I’m coming home for dinner and bringing a date.” I wink at Stella.

      “Oh my gosh, this is happening!” She shrieks and bounces with an innocent giddiness. “Let me go get changed.”

      “You don’t need to change. You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She stands on her toes to give me a chaste kiss. “But I’m officially meeting my future in-laws. I’m not wearing this.” She motions to her outfit, skinny jeans and a T-shirt that falls off of one shoulder.

      “Okay, but don’t fuss too much. You’d look stunning in a paper bag.”

      She playfully slaps my chest. “You’re funny.” She shakes her head before skipping out of the room.

      I exhale and drag my fingers through my hair. My family is going to flip when they hear that not only have I moved on from Lily, but I’ve also gotten engaged. The fact that I have a new job with my fiancée’s father and have purchased a new house—all without informing them—will just be icing on this very messed up cake.

      How did I get here?

      How is it possible to feel so much despair and an equal amount of contentment at the same time?

      I’m on a perpetual teeter-totter of emotions—sadness versus joy, heartbreak against hope, loss fighting love—and all of it is struggling to remain on top. Each morning when I awake, I never know what the day—or hour, for that matter—is going to bring to my heart.

      I still can’t wrap my mind around how I came to this point in my life, and more importantly, how quickly it all changed. One day, everything was going as planned, and the next, I blinked and ended up here.

      Regardless, the one thing I can’t do is regret any of it. Every choice I’d made somehow aided in leading me here.

      My here is Stella, and I will never take any of the time I spend with her for granted.
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      The Past- August before junior year

      The walk from Lily’s house to the old oak tree that stands amid a field of tall grass and wildflowers takes only a few minutes. There is a worn path through the grass where Lily and I have walked hundreds of times.

      The soft grass under my feet mutes my footsteps, allowing me a few moments to soak her in before she notices me. She’s leaning against our oak tree, her legs out in front of her. She sits atop a blanket, her focus on her Kindle.

      The past two years have been stressful with school and football, but also because as my responsibilities have grown, I’ve seen Lily less and less. The longer I’m away from her, the more dire my situation seems, but as soon as I’m in her presence again, everything seems right in the world. A calming sensation comes over me.

      It has always been that way. Even when I didn’t have the words to describe the feelings that I have for Lily, she’s been my comfort. If two people have ever been destined for each other, it is Lily and I. I love Lily more than anyone else in this world. I can’t wait for the day when my sole obligation is to be her husband. I know for a fact that I will be perfect for that role.

      “Little,” I say quietly, watching as her head pops up from her Kindle.

      She tucks a strand of her long blonde hair behind her ear as her eyes dart to mine. A huge smile spreads across her face, one that does crazy things to my insides. She tosses the Kindle onto the blanket and leaps up in one quick motion. Jumping into my arms, she squeals as she hugs me tight, her legs wrapped around me.

      “Finally! I thought you would never get here.” She peppers kisses all over my face.

      “I’ve missed you.” I bury my face in her neck and squeeze my arms around her.

      It’s been a month since I’ve seen her. I had to go back to college early for training and football practices. This is Lily’s last weekend home before she leaves for college, and I needed to come see her.

      “Me, too.”

      Her blue gaze locks with mine, and the air between us changes. Her smile fades as her expression becomes serious. Her full lips part, and I feel the air from her mouth against the skin on my face.

      She grasps my face between her hands and stares intently into my eyes. For a beat, I take in her perfection, her beauty. She was put on this earth for me. I love everything about her, from her silky long blonde hair and her impossibly blue eyes to the adorable spattering of freckles on her nose. As gorgeous as she is on the outside, she is equally as beautiful on the inside.

      My lips find hers, and I kiss her hard, and the world around us falls away.

      The stressors of my life retreat, and all I feel is Lily, and I am truly happy.

      I live for these moments when it is just Lily and me in our own personal paradise, connected in a way that no one can understand but us.
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      We lie side by side atop the blanket. Our inner hands entwine as we look up through the tree branches.

      “Are you excited?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I am. I’m a little nervous, but I’m sure it will be great,” she answers with a hint of apprehension in her voice.

      “It will be,” I agree. “I think it will be so much better than community college.”

      She nudges her shoulder into mine. “Oh, stop. There is nothing wrong with community college. I loved the last two years.”

      “Because it’s all you know. Once you see what real college is like, you’ll realize what you’ve been missing.”

      She huffs out a laugh. “Excuse me? Real college?”

      “You know what I mean,” I say lightheartedly. I let out an audible exhale. “Two more years.”

      “Until?” she asks.

      “Until college is over, and we can start our lives.”

      “Jax.”

      Lily turns on her side, and I do the same. Our noses are inches apart as I look into her eyes.

      “This right here is life. I love my life. I love you. You know, life isn’t a destination. It’s a journey,” she says.

      “Is that so?” I laugh under my breath. “You should put that on a meme and post the heck out of it.”

      “Jax, I’m serious. Are you okay?”

      I see worry in her eyes, and that’s something that I never want to see.

      “Little Love, I’m good. It was a joke.” I lean in marginally and give her a quick peck on the mouth.

      “I know, but you seem off. Anything you want to talk about?”

      “No, I’m great.” The last thing I want to do is weigh Lily down with my issues. I want her to go off to college and have the time of her life over these next two years.

      She snuggles into my side and rests her head on my chest. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I know. Me, too.”

      With Lily away at college, she isn’t going to be able to visit me as much as she has in the past.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you more. Always,” I say before kissing the top of her head. I position my arm across her back, so I can hold her close.

      I want to savor this moment.

      It’s so crazy that life is made up of one stressful situation after another, like how I’ve been busting my butt to be the best. Yet it is these simple moments, the ones that carry no expectations, that are the most rewarding. Lying under this tree and holding my girl is the happiest I’ve been in a month. In this situation, there’s nothing to win, no one to beat.

      I only have to be.

      We lie here in silence, which is only broken by our breaths and the tranquil sounds of nature surrounding us. I absorb the love and happiness floating around me. I hope to always remember that all that truly matters in this world are moments like this. The rest of it, compared to the whole scheme of life, is unnecessary chaos.
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      Ben hovers over me as I talk to the florist. I attempt to shoo him away with my hand, but he lingers.

      “That’s right,” I say into my phone. “Great. Thank you.” I hang up.

      “You’re one pathetic dude,” he says to me.

      I drop my phone on the couch. “Shut it.”

      “So, how many bouquets did you send her? Did I hear you say five?”

      “Yep. She’ll be getting five bouquets of lilies.”

      Ben chuckles next to me before tossing a chip into his mouth. He crunches down on it as he talks, “She sure has you wrapped around her finger.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “But, unlike you, I don’t think there is anything wrong with that. I love her. Since I won’t be able to see her, let alone talk to her much, on her twenty-first birthday because of our crazy schedule tomorrow, I don’t think showing her that I love her is a bad idea. Someday, when you possess the maturity of someone older than a freshman in high school, you will understand.”

      There is laughter in his voice when he speaks, “No, I get it. I’m just yanking your chain. If you remember, I had a long-term girlfriend. I was very good to Kristyn. I know what it entails.”

      “Yeah, well, the difference lies in the fact that I still have my girlfriend, and you couldn’t hold on to yours.”

      His eyes swing in my direction. “Maybe I didn’t want to hold on to her. Ever think of that? No one marries their high school sweetheart, Jax.”

      I shrug. “Some people do.”

      “Name someone.” He throws another chip into his mouth, loudly crunching on it.

      I think for a moment. No one I know has been in the same relationship since high school, but we come from a small town, so my pool of people isn’t very big.

      “Me,” I say confidently because I know I’ll marry Lily someday.

      “Nope. You can’t count yourself. You’re not married to Lily. You never know what’s going to happen.”

      “Really? Do you think I’m going to end up marrying someone other than Lily?”

      After a few beats, he relents, “No, I don’t. You’ll marry her.”

      I grin. “See? There you go.”

      “Yeah, but you are definitely in the minority.”

      “Maybe, but I’m cool with that.”
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      I’m counting down the days, anticipating the time when it will all make sense, when all the pieces will fit into place so that I can finally see the full picture, the reason for it all. Right now, I feel like I’m doing a lot of stuff that is causing me nothing but stress.

      I observe my life like an outsider, seeing myself going through the motions. I’ve been giving my all for my family, my professors, my coaches, the football scouts, and my future. It’s physically and emotionally draining to always be the best. I hear people say that it comes so easily to me, but the fact of the matter is, nothing in life comes easy. If I make it look easy, it’s because I’ve worked three times as hard as the person next to me. It’s because I’ve given all of myself to succeed, and it’s sometimes more than I have to give.

      There is only one thing—more accurately, one person—that makes it all go away, that quiets the white noise of discontent surrounding me.

      My Lily.

      When I’m with Lily, the cloud of stress that weighs on me like a heavy fog lifts, and I can finally breathe. She makes everything okay, bringing me back to my center where the chaos sleeps and the peace lives.

      “Porter!”

      I jump, and my startled reflection stares back at me from the locker room mirror.

      “Yes, Coach?” I turn away from the mirror.

      “You ready? Your head in the game?”

      “Yes, Coach,” I lie.

      “You sure? You got yourself together?” He lifts an unsympathetic eyebrow.

      He’s thinking of the interception I threw last week. I know it. I’ve had to go over that play all week while hearing crap from my coaches and my father. Yes, I made a bad throw. No, it didn’t cost us the game.

      “But it could have. Mistakes like those aren’t acceptable.” My father’s words ring in my ears.

      “I’m ready, Coach.”

      He slaps my left shoulder pad. “All right, let’s go win us a football game.”

      “Yes, Coach!” I say with as much enthusiasm as I can muster.
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      The celebration over our win has already started with music blasting through the locker room. The atmosphere is loud, obnoxious, and upbeat.

      Jerome, one of my roommates, zips up his bag next to me.

      “Hey, man,” I say to him. “Awesome touchdown.”

      His smile widens. “Thanks for the sweet pass.”

      “No, the credit is all yours, man.” I extend my fist.

      Jerome bumps it. “You coming to the party with us?”

      Bringing my hand to the back of my neck, I look down as my fingers rub my muscles. “No, I don’t think so. I have a huge stats test on Monday.”

      “Come on, you can study tomorrow. You need to celebrate. You played a flawless game,” Jerome urges.

      “Thanks, but I can’t. Really. My classes are already kicking my butt this semester.”

      “You guys ready to get drunk?” Josh, another roommate, cheers from behind me, his hand slapping me on the back.

      “You know it!” Jerome yells. “Jax here is going to study.”

      “Again? What’s your deal?” Josh asks.

      “I know. I’m a loser this year. What can I say?” I throw my bag across my shoulder.

      “Oh, leave Jax alone. Some of us aren’t content with just passing our classes with the bare minimum to play football. Some of us here”—Ben, the last roommate to join the conversation, cups his hand on my shoulder—“want to be super successful and stuff. I say it’s admirable.”

      “Shut up, Ben,” I say, offering a bemused smile.

      Ben sighs. “I’m going to miss my wingman though.”

      “Are ya?” I huff out a chuckle.

      “Heck yeah I am. Do you know how many girls I get from you? They always start by flirting with the almighty Jax Porter, but when they realize they aren’t going to crack your Lily armor, they make their way over to us.”

      “You’re an idiot.” I shake my head.

      “It’s true,” Josh offers. “You not coming out lately has been affecting my game.”

      “Dude”—I look at Josh—“I’ve seen the girls leaving the apartment. Your game is just fine.”

      “Well, yeah, obviously. But I do have to work a little harder at it.” Josh shrugs.

      “You’ll live. I promise.”

      “All right, well, I’ll drink enough for the both of us, okay?” Jerome proclaims.

      I laugh. “You do that. You all have fun.”

      I exit the stadium and start walking toward our apartment. My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out to find a text from Lily.

      Little: Good game!

      Me: Thanks.

      Little: You were perfect, Jax. Really! I miss you! What are you up to?

      Me: Not much. I’ll probably go out for a little bit with the guys. Not sure. What about you?

      Little: I’m going out to some bar the girls have been raving about. $5 Long Islands!

      Me: Yeah, that sounds dangerous. Please be careful.

      Little: You know I will. I’ll call you when I get home.

      Me: Please do.

      Little: Okay…well, have fun with the guys. Tell them I said hi.

      Me: I will. They miss you. It’s been forever since you’ve been here. :(

      Little: I know. I’m going to grab my car during Thanksgiving break. I don’t know what I was thinking not bringing it. :( Well, be safe. Love you so much.

      Me: Love you more.

      Little: Bye.

      Me: Bye.

      I’m so annoyed with myself. I’m not sure why I felt the need to lie to Lily. I never lie to her—ever. I just feel like I’m spiraling out of control, and I have to keep it from her. I don’t want her to worry. She only has two years away at college, and I want her to be able to enjoy every minute of it.
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      “If the variance of a distribution is nine, the standard deviation is…” Stella asks, sitting cross-legged with her back up against my couch.

      “Three,” I answer.

      “Yep.” She tucks a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear. “Increasing the frequencies in the tails of a distribution will do what?”

      “Increase the standard deviation.”

      She nods. “Right.” She places the notecard in the back of the pile in her other hand. “We’re back to the first question. I think you got this.” She smiles warmly, her hazel eyes appearing brown in the dim light of my apartment.

      “Sweet. Do you want me to quiz you again?”

      “No, I’m good. So, what are your plans after class tomorrow?” Her voice is cheerful, her tone airy. It always is.

      “Same ole crap—homework and studying.”

      “Do you want to grab some lunch and then go to the library?” she asks, standing and stretching her arms above her head.

      Her tight T-shirt rides up to show her flat stomach, and I look away, standing from the chair I was sitting in.

      “Sure. Yeah, that sounds good.”

      I met Stella my freshman year of college, but she has recently become a good friend. With both of us going for our degree in business administration, we’ve shared many classes and random study groups together for the past two years. A few weeks ago, I ran into her at the library, and we started discussing our classes and then ended up studying together. Our learning styles meshed so well that we’ve been studying together ever since.

      My apartment door swings open, and Stella and I turn as Josh walks in with a huge smile spread across his face.

      He sees us and shouts, “Thursday night, baby!” His enthusiasm is infectious. “We’re going out!”

      “Sorry, man. I’ll take a rain check. I still have one more class tomorrow.”

      “Which one?” he asks.

      “Stats.”

      “Forget stats.” As he walks toward us, his blond curls bounce, his hair just long enough to tuck behind his ears. His six-foot-three frame towers over Stella as he pulls her into a hug, lifting her off her feet. “Stella, baby!” he yells.

      She giggles.

      “I intend to.” I chuckle. “Hence, the rain check.”

      He puts Stella down. “It won’t matter if you get plastered tonight or not. You’ll be fine. Come on,” he pleads.

      “Nope. Sorry, man.”

      “Stella?” His gaze swings down in her direction. He sports a pathetic expression. “You coming out with us?”

      She grins wide. “I’m going to pass tonight, too. Another time though. I promise.”

      “Lame.” He sighs and walks to the kitchen. “Stay for a beer?” he calls over his shoulder.

      “Okay, but just one,” she calls back.

      The three of us sit in the living room, each of us holding a bottle of beer. Jerome and Ben return to the apartment and join us.

      I’ve lived with these three guys since freshman year. Ben and I grew up together, coming from the same town. I’ve known Jerome and Josh for two years now, but it seems like a lot longer. All four of us play football for the University of Michigan, so we’re together a lot.

      “Ben, tell me about your date with Dawn last weekend,” Stella says eagerly.

      Just in the last couple of weeks, she has become the fifth person in our group. She has been over here to study a lot lately, and she always seems to hang out, even after we are done with our schoolwork. I don’t mind. She is one of those people who can get along with anyone. She’s just cool. The guys all love her and have taken her under their wings. It’s almost like she is our little sister. I’m actually surprised that none of them have tried to hook up with her yet. She is stunningly beautiful. So, her looks paired with her sweet personality make her a perfect catch.

      Even in the short time since she’s become part of our group, one thing we’ve all learned about her is that she is a hopeless romantic. She loves to set the guys up on dates and hear all about it. I’m not sure why she’s bothering with a business degree when she’s clearly destined to be a wedding planner.

      “Well,” Ben responds, a guilty expression plastered on his face, “I ended up canceling.”

      “What?” Stella asks, her voice rising an octave.

      “I’m sorry, Stell. I talked to her on the phone beforehand and just wasn’t feeling it.”

      She looks disappointed. “Oh, Ben, she’s so nice though. You would like her. She’s really pretty, too.”

      “I know. I’m sure she is. Maybe another time.” He pauses and nods toward Jerome. “You know who could use a date? Jerome over there.”

      Jerome laughs, throwing his head back. “Yeah, okay, man. Hardly.”

      It’s true. Jerome doesn’t need any help in the women department. He is always dating someone new—that is, if dating means bed hopping. I guess he might need some assistance in keeping them around longer. The same goes for Josh. He doesn’t have a shortage of women coming out of his revolving bedroom door either.

      “Can’t wait for you to meet Lily,” I say to Stella. “She is always asking these guys when they are going to find a nice girl.”

      Josh speaks to Stella, “And we’re telling you the same thing we tell her. We don’t want a nice girl. We want very bad girls.”

      “You’re a pig.” I chuckle.

      “Am I wrong?” Josh says to the guys.

      “Sorry. Can’t deny it,” Jerome answers. “Who needs nice at twenty? I’m looking for hot and easy.”

      “Jerome!” Stella squeals, playfully hitting him on the shoulder.

      He shrugs. “What? It’s true.”

      I shake my head in laughter.

      Ben addresses Stella, “And don’t let pretty boy here fool you. Before Lily, he was a player. I think he slept with every available girl in our high school.”

      “In my defense, it was a small school,” I say, straight-faced.
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      I sit cross-legged on my bed amid five open textbooks, comparing my notes and highlights for the paper I need to write. I’ve read it all multiple times, but the details are blurring together.

      I sigh as I bring my pen to my mouth, and I chew on the end of it. My phone buzzes next to me, and I peer down to see a text from Lily. I’ll write her back later. I have to finish this paper. I’m going to lose my mind if I have to continue to read the same stuff over and over.

      Voices from beyond my bedroom door catch my attention.

      I hear Ben say, “He’s in his room.”

      Just great.

      My bedroom door swings open and then shuts loudly. The soft sound of the deliberate strides, so angry in nature, fills my room like I never thought steps across carpet could do.

      I look up from my textbooks. “Hi, Dad.” My voice comes out exhausted and resigned, which is exactly how I feel.

      “Don’t you get an attitude with me,” he huffs out.

      “No attitude.”

      I have a vision of what would happen if I picked up this heavy book in front of me and chucked it at his face. I bet I could break his nose. He’d never see it coming.

      “What’s the smirk for?”

      I ignore his question. “So, Dad, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Well, I just had lunch with some of the guys.” He is referring to his friends on the alumni board. “Your name came up.”

      Of course it did.

      When I don’t take the bait, he continues, “They are not happy about yesterday’s game. You messed up big time, Jax.”

      “It was one loss. Losses happen, Dad. I’m not the only player on the team. We weren’t on our game yesterday.”

      “No, you weren’t on your game!” His face is turning red with fury.

      I watch him, wondering how I am even related to such a horrible person.

      “Losses are not acceptable,” he says.

      I bring my hands to my hair. Pushing my fingers through it, I tug in frustration. Anger rises up in my chest—not because of the game, but because I’m letting my father infuriate me. I’ve gotten better at not internalizing all the crap that he constantly throws at me, but sometimes, it is a losing battle.

      I pull air in through my nose, feeling my chest expand. I level a gaze at my father. “I’m doing the best I can and I will continue to do so. I don’t like losing either, believe me.”

      “Something has to give, Jax. You didn’t lose to a team like that last year. It might be one loss, but one loss turns to two. Then, before you know it, you are the joke of college sports. You’re not going to make it to a bowl game at this rate! And what about the NFL? They wouldn’t give you a second look!”

      Are you kidding me? “Dad, it’s one loss. We’ve won the last five games. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure we win the rest of our games. You know, we lost a lot of seniors last year. We’re still trying to figure out how to work as a team. I’m not surprised we had an off day. It was bound to happen. It’s just football, Dad.” Crap. Wrong thing to say.

      I watch as my father’s face turns from a light shade of red to a dark one. He almost looks purple. If I wasn’t preparing myself for the garbage that is about to spew from his mouth, I might laugh at how ridiculous he appears.

      “It’s just football?” he yells, repeating my words. “You made a commitment to this team, Jax! You made a commitment to this school! You will not embarrass your mother and me! You had better get yourself together and fast! Do you want the coach to replace you? Do you know how bad that will look?”

      He is so dramatic. I hate him. Let Coach replace me. My life would be easier.

      I take a deep breath and remain calm. Over the years, I’ve learned that any reaction other than a sane, calm one does nothing to defuse the situation. I just want to pacify the beast, so he will leave.

      “Dad, I’m not trying to embarrass anyone. I don’t know what else you want from me? Look”—I point down to the textbooks in front of me—“I’m studying. Later, I’m going to go over the tapes from the game and analyze every aspect, so we can make sure not to make the same mistakes again. If I have time, I’ll throw in a workout. I’ll get up tomorrow, and my day will consist of workouts, practices, classes, and studying. That’s all. I’m busting my butt, and I will continue to do so. I know I made a commitment to you, the school, and the team. For the next two years, all of my effort will go to honoring my commitments. I’m sorry you felt the need to come here and remind me of my failures. I assure you, it isn’t necessary.”

      Just then, my phone buzzes, and before I can grab it, my dad lunges forward and snatches it from the bed.

      “Lily,” he says her name like a curse. “I’m going to tell you this one last time.”

      Oh, no. Here it comes again—the lecture I’ve heard so many times before.

      “You do not have time to dedicate to a relationship right now. You have to focus on your commitments. Relationships can wait, son. I got married way too young. I fell in love with your mother, and that was it. I let those feelings cloud my judgment. I missed out on so many opportunities because of it. I don’t want the same for you. I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did.” He leaves out the part where he got my mom pregnant with Landon, and he was pressured by his family to get married before he was ready.

      Yes, Dad, I’m aware your entire family is a mistake. Different day, same story.

      I wonder if I should tell him that he is more draining on my success than any relationship could be.

      He continues, “Have you ever thought about how you’re not being fair to Lily?”

      That gets my attention, and I squint in his direction.

      “You love her so much, yet you’re content to leave her on the bottom of your priority list. You’re happy to have her wait around for you while you are too busy to be a good partner to her.” He shrugs and lets out an audible exhale. “You claim to love her so much, but I’d think that you would want what is best for her.”

      “Dad,” I warn.

      He can talk about me all he wants, but I’m not going to let him bring Lily into this.

      “Listen, if what you and Lily share is real, then when everything is said and done, she will still be the girl for you. If your feelings toward one another are
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