
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	LAST PLAY RISK

	

	A Single Mom Small Town Sports Romance

	

	Claire Wringer

	 


Copyright © 2026 Claire Wringer

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or any electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual events, or actual locations is purely coincidental.

	Published by Claire Wringer

	 




	For every woman who has ever been brave enough to call someone first.

	And for every man who drove east when he could have driven north.
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CHAPTER 1

	COLE

	The first thing you should know about me is that I almost missed all of it.

	Not the football. Never the football. I was always exactly where the football needed me to be, sideline or film room or draft board, present and prepared and entirely accounted for. What I almost missed was everything else, the daughter growing up without me, the granddaughter who reached for me at a birthday party like I had always been there, the life that was happening two streets over while I sat in a house that echoed and told myself the quiet was fine.

	It was not fine.

	But that is the thing about second chances. They do not announce themselves. They show up at a birthday party on a November morning, wearing tiny pigtails and holding a football, and they reach for you before you have decided whether you deserve to be reached for.

	This is how mine started.

	The drive to my daughter's house is short, but every mile still feels like a small miracle I have not yet earned. For the first time in years, she is letting me back in, and I am not fool enough to take a single second of that for granted. When my granddaughter, Reiner, was born, something shifted in me permanently. I knew I needed to be closer, needed to be present in a way I had never managed to be before. Watching life pass me by from the sidelines had become a habit I was done keeping. So I bought a house two streets over, close enough to be there in minutes if they needed me, far enough away that I would not crowd them and scare off the progress we had made.

	The regret I carry when it comes to my daughter is heavy, and most days, I do not know what to do with the weight of it. I should have fought harder. I should have shown up when it counted and insisted on the time I was supposed to have with her. I told myself I was giving her space, making things easier, but the honest truth is that I let her slip right through my fingers. Losing her the way I did carved something deep out of me, a wound that never fully closed. Some nights, it still bleeds.

	I buried myself in my career instead, the way I always did, which is the very reason my marriage to her mother fell apart in the first place. Natalie and I were just eighteen years old when we found out about Cassie. We were so young, fighting like hell to hold something together that neither of us fully understood yet, and in the end, we simply grew apart. I hid behind my job, and Natalie focused on Cassie, and somewhere in the space between us, we stopped reaching for each other. They did not need me anymore, or at least that is the story I kept telling myself.

	I was wrong about that.

	I regret letting them both slip away.

	Natalie is remarried now, and I am genuinely glad for her. I want that kind of happiness for her. But there are still moments when I look around at everyone moving forward and I feel like I am the only one still standing exactly where I was, watching the world shift around me while I stay fixed in place.

	I never imagined that the thing I could not fix on my own would be healed by someone else doing it for me. One of my players. A man I coached and trusted and pushed to be better than he thought he could be. I spent years trying to earn my way back into Cassie's heart, and all it took was her falling in love with my best tight end for my world to finally tilt back toward something right. It is ironic, maybe even a little cruel, but I stopped questioning it a long time ago. I am just grateful to have my daughter back.

	Because now, when I pull into her driveway, I am not just a man weighed down by regret. I am a father with a second chance and a grandfather who cannot wait to spoil his granddaughter. This time, I am not wasting it.

	The driveway is empty, but I expected that. I came early on purpose. There was another birthday party two weeks ago, one I did not attend. My quarterback, Nash Bell, his son Beau turned one. I did buy him a gift, though. In fact, I brought something for all the kids today, even baby Isla. She is only a couple of months old and would not know the difference, but the grandfather in me simply could not leave her out.

	Isla belongs to Jude Winston, my star wide receiver. She came into the world right in the middle of the end of the season, and Jude and his wife, Paige, handled it beautifully. From what I could see, his closest teammates and their families rallied around them completely, my daughter and son-in-law included.

	They have built their own little world here, this group of people, and they all live in the same neighborhood. It is something straight out of a storybook, and I get glimpses of it because I moved in close enough to be a part of it. But glimpses are not the same as belonging, and I know the difference.

	I have given the better part of my life to my career. Now here I am, swimming quietly in the loneliness I built for myself, with no one to share any of it with, and I have only myself to blame for that.

	I came early to see if I could help out, or at least keep Reiner occupied while Cassie and Hayes finished whatever last-minute things needed doing before the guests arrived. That is part of the reason. The other part is simpler and harder to admit. The house was quiet this morning, the particular hollow quiet of too many rooms and not enough people, and the walls were starting to close in.

	Climbing out of my SUV, I gather all the bags from the back seat and make my way to the front door. The November air is sharp and clean, carrying the smell of woodsmoke from somewhere down the street, the kind of morning that feels like something is about to happen. I do not dare walk straight in, because there are some things a father simply does not need to stumble upon. I raise my hand to knock, but the door swings open before my knuckles connect.

	"There is Grandpa," Hayes says, bouncing a grinning Reiner on his hip. He looks at the bags and his eyebrows climb his forehead. "I am going to need to buy a bigger house," he says, his voice full of amusement.

	My granddaughter reaches for me, and my chest fills up so fast it almost hurts. I step inside out of the cold, strip off my coat, kick off my shoes, and take her into my arms. "How is my birthday girl?" I ask her, pressing a kiss to her cheek. She grins and presses her tiny hand flat against my face, and she might as well be reaching straight into my chest and squeezing my heart with both fists. "And this seven-thousand-square-foot house is not big enough?" I reply.

	Hayes grins and shrugs his shoulders. "She is into everything today," he says, bopping Reiner gently on the nose. "Keeping her away from the presents has been a full-time job."

	"Her mom was exactly the same at this age," I tell him, and the memory of it settles warmly in my chest. I look around at all the presents already stacked up and let out a low chuckle. "And you say I spoil her."

	"The bags do not lie, Grandpa." He laughs. "My parents said the same thing about me. We are completely doomed," he says, but he is grinning at his little girl like a man who could not be happier about it.

	"I have got her. Go do what you need to do," I tell him, heading toward the living room where I know Reiner's toy basket lives in the corner. The room smells like something baking and fresh coffee and the particular warmth of a house that is loved and lived in, and the contrast with my own quiet kitchen this morning is not lost on me. "And only half of these bags are hers. I brought something for each of the kids so nobody feels left out."

	"Are you going soft in your old age, Coach?" Hayes teases.

	"Go on, get out of here," I say, waving him off with a laugh.

	"You sure?"

	"That is why I came early. Go. We have got this, right, Reiner?" I ask as I settle her on the floor and lower myself down beside her.

	She reaches straight into the basket and pulls out a football, holding it up over her head with both hands. "Ball!" she announces proudly, then hurls it across the room.

	"Do we have a quarterback on our hands?" I ask her.

	"We just might," Hayes says, grinning with his whole face.

	"I think we might," I agree, smiling at her.

	"Thanks for keeping an eye on her. I am going to go find out what my wife needs from me," Hayes says, and disappears down the hall. Honestly, I was worried about him in the beginning. Not because of the kind of man he is, but because of the career he has. The life of a professional football player is not an easy one to build a family around. But Hayes makes it work. Every hour he is not on the field belongs to his girls, and I am proud to call him my son-in-law, even if I will never say that directly to his face.

	It is still a little strange, watching him with my daughter. But she smiles at him the way you smile at someone who hung the moon just for you, and as her father, that smile is the only thing I have ever truly wanted for her.

	"Come give Grandpa a hug," I tell Reiner. She toddles toward me as fast as those little legs can manage and crashes into my chest with her arms thrown wide open. I wrap her up and lift her clear off the floor, making her giggle. That sound does something to me every single time. "Happy birthday, my precious girl," I tell her, squeezing her close.

	"Cake!" she cheers back at me, and I laugh out loud.

	"That is right. Cake and presents, and all your friends are coming over to play."

	"Pway!" she shouts, before wriggling off my lap and charging back toward her football. She tosses it again and it drops just a few feet in front of her. I push to my feet to retrieve it when the doorbell rings.

	"Reiner, somebody is here for your birthday," I tell her.

	"Ber-day!" she shouts, already heading for the door at full speed. I intercept her, scooping her up as we make our way to the front.

	When I pull the door open, Taiya is standing on the porch looking frazzled in the best possible way. She has her daughter, Jade, on one hip, two gift bags hanging from the crook of her arm, a diaper bag on her shoulder, and what looks like a bag of food dangling from her free hand. The cold air comes in around her carrying the smell of November and something warm from the bag, and she is slightly out of breath and entirely herself, and something about the picture she makes stops me for just a moment before I remember to be useful. "Hey, Taiya, let me help you."

	I lean in and manage to take Jade from her with my free arm, settling her on my opposite side from Reiner. Reiner immediately reaches out and takes Jade's hand, and Jade dissolves into giggles.

	I laugh right along with them as I step back to let Taiya in out of the cold. "Come on in," I tell her.

	"Thank you, Mr. Baker," she says, giving me a tired smile.

	"It is Cole," I remind her. "Mr. Baker makes me sound a lot older than I am." I laugh.

	"Oh, stop," Taiya says, blowing a strand of hair out of her eyes. "Age is just a number, right?"

	"That is what they tell me."

	"Thank you for the help." She sets her bags down on the floor just inside the door. "I can take her," she says, nodding toward Jade in my arms.

	"I have got her. Go get settled, take a breath. I will be right over here keeping an eye on these two." I give her a smile that I hope communicates that I genuinely do not mind, and carry both girls back toward the toy basket in the living room.

	I set Reiner on her feet and she immediately starts dancing in a little circle, pointing at Jade and announcing, "Baby," which is rich coming from someone who is herself not much bigger. I lower myself to the floor with Jade in my arms, settling her on my lap with her back to my front so she can watch Reiner. She twists her head to look up at me, and I brace myself a little, half expecting her lip to start trembling. Instead, something unexpected happens. This precious little thing smiles at me like she has known me her whole life.

	Jade pushes herself up on my lap, and I help her stand, holding her tiny fingers for balance. She presses her feet into my thighs and starts bouncing, her smile growing bigger with every second, a giggle bubbling up out of her that sneaks up on me completely.

	"Aren't you the sweetest thing?" I tell her, laughing softly.

	"Daddy!" Reiner shrieks, abandoning everything to launch herself across the room toward Hayes, who scoops her up and swings her over his shoulder. She cackles with laughter, and Jade laughs too, watching it all with wide, delighted eyes.

	"She is a funny one, isn't she?" I say to Jade.

	"Thank you again," Taiya says, coming back into the room. She reaches her arms out toward her daughter. "I will take her now."

	But Jade turns her head and tucks herself against my chest like she has already made up her mind.

	I laugh and wrap my arms a little tighter around her. "She is perfectly fine, Taiya. Take a minute."

	Hayes and Cassie have filled me in on what has been going on in her life. Her ex-husband was cheating on her with his assistant, something the people closest to them suspected long before it came out, and he got the woman pregnant. They were already in the process of adopting Jade together when it all unraveled, and Taiya went ahead with the adoption on her own.

	She is doing all of it alone now, and moments like this one, when someone else is around and willing to help carry some of the weight, are exactly what she needs to take advantage of.

	"Are you sure?" she asks.

	"If you do not let him, he will just try to steal the birthday girl away from me," Hayes tells her, with Reiner still draped over his shoulder.

	"I still could," I remind him, and he chuckles.

	"Dat is Mommy," Reiner announces, pointing at Cassie over Hayes's shoulder.

	"That is right, baby girl. That is your mommy," Hayes says, pressing a kiss to Reiner's cheek before pulling Cassie into his side and kissing her temple.

	Cassie's smile is something I could look at every day for the rest of my life and never take for granted. "Hey, Taiya," she says warmly, then finds me across the room. "Hi, Dad."

	"Hello, sweetheart." My heart does something complicated and full every single time she calls me that.

	"Thanks for watching Reiner earlier." She glances at Jade in my arms. "Looks like you picked up another one."

	I shrug. "What can I say? The ladies love me."

	Hayes snorts. "Sure thing, Grandpa."

	"It is a title I wear proudly, thank you very much."

	Jade plops back down onto my lap and shrieks with laughter, grinning up at me. "Look at you," I coo at her, laughing.

	"She really likes you," Taiya says, something soft and a little surprised moving through her expression.

	"Of course she does," I say, and when I glance up and catch her eyes, she drops her gaze quickly, a flush of pink crossing her cheeks.

	I look back down at Jade and do not say anything more about it.

	The doorbell rings again not long after, and the house begins to fill. Drew Grant's son, Levi, arrives with a bag full of trucks, and Reiner parks herself right beside him on the floor, mimicking everything he does. Nash Bell comes through the door with Beau asleep on his shoulder, completely unbothered by the noise rising around him. Jade, for her part, refuses to go to anyone but me. When her bottle comes out, she reaches for it and settles herself on my lap, staring up at me with those wide, curious eyes while she eats.

	"I can take her," Taiya offers again.

	"She is perfectly content," I tell her. "Aren't you, Jade?"

	Jade grins around her bottle and goes right back to eating.

	"Coach is the baby whisperer," Jude Winston announces from across the room. "Stay away from my daughter," he says, pointing a finger at me. "I got my own because these people would not share theirs with me. I am not sharing either."

	"Give me my niece," Corie says, and Jude turns his back to her.

	"Jude," she whines.

	"Fine. Five minutes."

	"You know better than that," Nash tells him.

	"Is my husband refusing to share again?" Paige asks, coming out of the kitchen. She wraps her arms around Jude's waist and speaks softly against his shoulder. "She is their family too."

	"She is our little girl."

	"And they love her just as much as we do."

	Jude gives in, drops a kiss to Paige's lips, and pulls her close. "I am watching you," he says to Corie, but she is already settled in the recliner and paying him absolutely no attention as she snuggles with Isla.

	With my back against the couch, I hold Jade through the rest of her bottle. Two years ago, I would not have been on the guest list at an event like this. Now here I am, surrounded by my daughter, my granddaughter, five of my players, their families, my ex-wife, and her new husband. I am included. I am a part of the story instead of standing outside it with my nose against the glass.

	Even so, something lingers. A kind of loneliness that does not leave just because the room is full. It hides in the pauses between conversations, in the laughter over shared memories I was not around to be part of. I catch myself watching more than talking. I did this to myself. I know that. I buried myself in work to outrun the pain of a marriage that had already ended long before the paperwork made it official, and I let my daughter believe that football mattered more to me than she did. That truth sits heavily on my chest even now.

	It is not the absence of people that gets to me. It is the absence of something deeper, something I spent years convincing myself I did not need. If my own daughter did not want me around, why would anyone else?

	I closed off my heart after the divorce, and it was not until Cassie opened hers to forgive me that I understood what I had actually done. I have colleagues. I have people who answer to me. I have an entire roster of professional athletes and a coaching staff and more responsibilities than most people could carry. But at the end of the day, I go home alone to a house that echoes.

	I let out a slow breath, something close to a surrender. The room moves around me, full and warm and loud with laughter. I may feel the loneliness, but I am also here, and that is more than I had two years ago.

	I am not done showing up.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	TAIYA

	There is a particular kind of tired that has nothing to do with sleep.

	I knew it before I became a mother, in the years when I was trying to hold a marriage together with both hands and a willingness I should have examined more closely. But I know it differently now. Now it lives in my bones, in the specific weight of a woman who is the first and last line of everything, who checks the car seat twice and packs the diaper bag the night before and arrives at a birthday party with food she promised to bring and a baby on her hip and a smile that is real, genuinely real, because she loves these people and is glad to be here, and is also running on four interrupted hours of sleep and the particular fuel of someone who cannot afford to stop.

	Cassie falling in love with Reid changed my life.

	That sentence used to live in my head as a fact I accepted without examining too closely. Now, standing in the middle of Cassie and Hayes's living room, watching their friends love on my daughter like she has always belonged here, I feel the full weight of how true it actually is. Hayes's family and friends folded us in so completely from the very beginning that it is hard to remember a time when we were not part of this. They passed Jade from arm to arm all afternoon, entertained her, rocked her, and insisted I sit down and breathe while they took care of her. I am more grateful for that than I will ever be able to say out loud.

	And yet that is exactly where the restlessness finds me. The moment someone takes her from my arms, the ground shifts a little under my feet. Since the morning I signed those adoption papers, my life has moved in one continuous loop. Care for Jade, go to work, come home, care for Jade again. Letting go of her, even briefly, even to people I trust completely, feels foreign. It feels like I am doing something wrong, like I am breaking a rule I wrote for myself the day I became her mother.

	The bone-deep tiredness comes from the same place the restlessness does. I was never supposed to be doing this alone. That was not the plan. I was naive enough to trust a man who was using every excuse I gave him, and I gave him too many. Every late night I explained away, every dinner I ate by myself at a table set for two, every mood I tiptoed around and decided not to question. I told myself he was working toward something, building toward a future for both of us. I believed that completely, and he used my belief like a convenience.

	Ethan Vander tore my heart straight out of my chest, and some days I am still not entirely sure I have gotten it back.

	The living room is warm and full around me, the smell of birthday cake and coffee and the particular sweetness of a house where small children live, crayon drawings on the refrigerator and a toy basket in the corner and tiny shoes lined up by the door in a row. I stand near the window with a cup of something warm in my hands and I watch Cole Baker in the recliner across the room, and I let myself watch for a moment longer than I should.

	He has Reiner on one arm and Jade on the other. Both girls are laughing at whatever face he is making, and he looks completely at ease, like this is exactly where he is supposed to be, and something about watching him like this does a thing to me that I am not ready to name.

	"He is good with them," Natalie says, stepping up beside me and looping her arm through mine.

	I follow the direction of her nod without needing to ask who she means. "He really is," I agree. I do not know Cassie's father well. He was absent for most of the years that Cassie and I were close, gone long before I came into the picture in any meaningful way. It has only been since Hayes came along that Cole has been a steady presence, and even now I am still learning the shape of who he is outside of the role of coach and grandfather.

	What I do know is that his eyes light up when Cassie walks into a room, and they do something else entirely when Reiner reaches for him. I know his players respect him in that quiet, deep way that goes beyond the scoreboard. I know he shows up early and stays late and brings gifts for every child at the party, including mine, so that no one feels left out. That is not a man performing goodness. That is a man who actually has it.

	"I made so many mistakes," Natalie says, her voice going soft and reflective beside me.

	"What do you mean?" I ask, though I already have a feeling I know.

	"I never should have let my own feelings shade Cassie's toward her father. I should have pushed her to go see him, insisted on it. Cole and I were so young when everything happened between us. We were barely more than kids, trying to find our footing. Whatever went wrong between us had nothing to do with who he was to her, and I let her lose years with him because I could not fully separate those two things."

	I watch Cassie perch on the arm of the recliner, smiling down at her dad and our daughters, and the picture they make together is so easy and full that it is hard to imagine it was ever any other way.

	"It worked out," I tell Natalie.

	"It did," she says. "But there was so much heartache between then and now. Years of it. Braden helped me see a lot of that more clearly."

	I glance over to where Braden stands talking with a small group near the kitchen doorway, easy and relaxed, and I nod. "Hayes helped Cassie see it too," I say.

	"He did. That boy proved to her that it was not the career itself that caused the distance. It was a failure to communicate, a lot of misunderstanding, and a father who did not push hard enough when he should have." Natalie laughs softly. "Cole is a big old softie underneath all of it. Anyone can see that."

	I watch as Braden wanders over and crouches down to hand Jade the toy she just dropped, smiling at her before saying something that makes Cole and Cassie both laugh.

	"I never thought I would see the day when I could stand in a room with my first love and my forever love and feel nothing but good about it," Natalie says, something wistful and settled in her voice at the same time.

	"It is not strange for you?" I ask.

	I feel her shrug beside me. "Not anymore. It was at first, just because of everything and the time that had passed. But Cole is a good man. I want him to find someone to share the rest of his life with more than almost anything. He gave everything he had to his work, and I can understand that now even if I could not then. We were young and we did not fight for what we had. That is on both of us."

	"It is not for the faint of heart," I say, and she laughs.

	"It is not. And you are doing a remarkable job with that little girl, Taiya. Truly. She is thriving, and I hope you know how proud of you I am."

	"Thank you," I tell her. "It was not supposed to look like this," I admit, giving voice to the thought that has been circling in my head all afternoon. "But I love her more than I know how to say. She is the best thing in my life. I am just..."

	I do not finish the sentence. The thought of bringing someone into Jade's life and having him leave, watching that break her the way Ethan's leaving broke me, that thought alone is enough to close my throat.

	I can understand falling out of love. People change and grow and sometimes grow apart, and that is life. But what Ethan did was not that. He did not fall out of love and come to me honestly. He chose someone else while I was still reaching for him, still trying, still believing in something he had already walked away from in every way that mattered. He let me keep loving him while he was already gone. That kind of wound does not close neatly, and I do not know yet if it ever fully will.

	More than anything, I wish he had just told me the truth. It would have hurt. Of course it would have hurt. But I would have survived an honest ending far more cleanly than I survived the one he gave me.

	"Give yourself some grace and some time," Natalie says gently. "Just promise me you will not give up on love entirely." She tilts her head toward the recliner where Cole sits with both girls, Cassie now laughing at something he said, Braden smiling at the whole scene. "It found its way back to all of us. I have to believe it will find its way to you too."

	"I promise," I tell her, even though the words feel fragile in my mouth. Even though the idea of trusting someone with not just my heart but my daughter's, that idea still makes my stomach go tight with fear.

	The afternoon moves on and the party fills and empties in the way good parties do, loud and warm and full of the kind of laughter that does not need a reason. By the time the last guests have gone, it is just Cole and me still hanging around. Me because Jade fell asleep in the recliner and I do not want to wake her yet. Cole because this is his daughter's home and he is, I suspect, in no particular hurry to go back to a quiet house.

	"Is there anything I can help with?" I ask Cassie, appearing in the kitchen doorway.

	"Absolutely not." She pulls me into a hug that holds for a beat longer than a casual one. "You go home and rest. I am so glad we got to spoil both of you today."

	"How is that different from any other day?" I ask, laughing.

	Cassie shrugs with a grin. "I am so proud of you, Taiya. You are an incredible mom. And it is okay to let people help."

	"She is right," Hayes says from behind his wife, wrapping his arms around her. "You have helped us with Reiner more times than either of us can count. That goes both ways. We are here when you need us."

	"Reiner is out," Cole says, appearing from the hallway. "Did not even make it through the second page of the book before she was gone." He smiles.

	"That monotone voice of yours will get them every time, Grandpa," Hayes says.

	Cole chuckles. "Are we sure we have to keep him?" he asks his daughter.

	"Pretty sure," Cassie says, tilting her head back so Hayes can kiss her nose. "He has grown on me."

	"Fine," Cole says, the smile on his face giving him away completely.

	"Thank you both for everything today," I say, turning to Cassie and Hayes. "And you too," I add, looking at Cole.

	"She is a good one, that little girl of yours," he says warmly.

	"She really is, and she needs to get home and into bed. I will probably lose the battle trying to change her without waking her up," I
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