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        For my fellow lacrosse moms -

        Megan, Melissa, Amber, Courtney, Hanna, Diana, & Jen

        Without you I’d just be some crazy woman on the sidelines yelling at the refs. It’s nice to have company.

        Lacrosse Now, Wine Later
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      Thirteen Years Ago

      

      MAMI’S VOICE CARRIED OUT THE screen door and onto the front steps where Avalon Rivera sat, staring at the paperback open on her lap, one she’d swiped from an unpacked box in her mother’s room. She flinched every time Mami swore into the phone. Moving was supposed to make their lives better, that’s what Mami had said. But Avalon couldn’t understand how living two hundred miles away from Papi would change things for the best. It didn’t stop the arguing.

      She tried to lose herself in the story again, pretend she was the noble lady being rescued from a loveless marriage by a gorgeous, dangerous duke. If only a real hero could rescue her.

      Inside the house, a phone slammed down on its receiver, followed by colorful Puerto Rican slang and a sob. Avalon’s shoulders tensed. She had to get out of here, away from her mother’s sobs, away from this house. She couldn’t bring herself to call it home, even after six months here. Home was Trenton, New Jersey, not Williamsport, Maryland.

      She hid the novel behind a planter, slung her little purse over her shoulder, and walked to Delia’s house on the next block. But her best friend wasn’t there. Shoulders slumped, she’d begun the trudge back home when someone called out to her.

      “Ava, where you going?”

      Avalon spun her head in the direction of the voice, her heart tripping over her tongue. “Oh, uh, hi JJ.”

      Delia’s eighteen-year-old brother was leaning over the backyard fence. His inky black hair stuck up all around and his jewel-like green eyes glittered in the afternoon sun. The sweat-stained tee he wore clung to tight, ripped muscles, and his mesh shorts rode low on his hips, exposing the top band of his Jockeys. His lips were spread in a broad smile, showing off perfectly white, perfectly straight teeth. Avalon ran a tongue over the metalwork in her mouth, then returned his smile with a tight-lipped one of her own.

      “Home, I guess. I’ll call Delia later.”

      “Wait.” JJ opened the back gate and jogged out to meet Avalon. “I can use your help.”

      Her eyes widened. She tugged on the end of her ponytail. “Me?”

      “I need to work on my passing and you —,” he leaned closer, his mischievous grin melting into a warm smile, “look like you don’t want to go home.”

      Avalon’s cheeks heated and her eyes shifted away from his knowing stare. She’d never told JJ how unhappy and tense it was at her house, but Delia knew, and he’d probably overheard them talking about it. He was taking pity on her. She should be offended, ashamed. But instead, she was grateful.

      “I don’t know how to play lacrosse,” she warned him.

      “I’ll show you.” He jerked his head toward the backyard and she followed him. Lacrosse was his game. He had a scholarship to Duke and would leave at the end of the summer.

      She laid the embroidered purse her mother had made her for Christmas onto the porch steps. He handed her a stick and gave her basic instruction on things like cradling, and how to pass and catch. After a while, she’d forgotten she’d been sad. She was having too much fun.

      They took a break and sat down on the back steps. He took a long drink of Gatorade, then passed her the bottle. She took a sip, conscious of putting her lips where his lips had been, setting off a fluttering of wings in her belly. She handed it back to him, keeping her eyes turned away.

      “What’s the ‘S’ for?” he asked, pointing to the purse monogrammed with her initials — ASR

      She bit her lip, hesitant to tell him. It was embarrassing, but Delia would probably tell him anyway. “Sunset, my middle name.”

      “Avalon Sunset Rivera.” JJ took a sip of his Gatorade. “It’s pretty.”

      “It’s stupid. My dad was a Van Morrison fan. You know, the guy who sings “Brown-Eyed Girl”? Well, there was an album that came out a few months before I was born. Avalon Sunset.”

      To her surprise, JJ didn’t laugh, merely shrugged. “At least it’s interesting. I’m named after my grandfathers, John and James. Kind of boring.”

      She sighed. “I guess it could be worse. They could’ve named me ‘Tupelo Honey’.”

      JJ chuckled. “Actually, I like that. We could call you ‘TH’.”

      “I guess that wouldn’t be so bad,” she murmured, her heart swelling.

      He peered at her, his head tilted, brows pulled together, an appreciative grin on his face. “You’re a quick learner.”

      “You’re a good teacher.”

      She meant it. There didn’t seem to be anything JJ wasn’t good at. She stared at his large hands, pictured them touching her, the way the duke touched the lady in the novel. Oh, he’d be good at that. Her skin heated and prickled, and she was aware of the dampness between her legs. Thank God, JJ seemed oblivious to the moment she was having. She abruptly stood.

      “I gotta go,” she said. “Um, thanks for teaching me lacrosse.”

      “Wait —”

      She bolted out of the yard and ran the two blocks back to her house. She couldn’t let him see how much she wanted him, how much she adored him, how much she loved him. Not yet. Not while she was an awkward fourteen-year-old girl.

      But eventually. She would lose the braces and grow some real breasts and become a woman. His woman.

      She would love John James Jennings for the rest of her life and someday she would tell him so.
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      AVALON JOGGED TO THE RIGHT and took aim. Left foot, right foot, arm back. Shoot.

      The white rubber ball bounced off the nylon rebounder stretched tight across the goal. She easily caught it, ran to the left, spun, and brought the stick from over her shoulder to shoot again. This time, the ball just missed the gap between the rebounder and the corner of the goal. It bounced off the metal bar and rolled to the side, out of reach.

      She bent over, hands on knees, heaving gulps of air. There was a reason she was the leading attack in the Women’s Major Lacrosse League, averaging four-point-nine goals per game, and it was her dedication and diligence to the game she loved. But she wasn’t out here alone an hour after practice ended to get in extra shots. She was here to clear her head. To figure out how she was going to do what Diana Gregson, General Manager for the Baltimore Battle, had pulled her into the office and demanded of her to do.

      She straightened and trudged to the bench on the sideline where her water and gear bag awaited, no closer to a solution. Diana was tough and fair, a champion athlete in her own right. But what she was asking of Ava was anything but fair. You couldn’t ask Avalon to change her personality any more than you could ask a zebra to change its stripes. Why did it matter so much anyway? She led the team to victories. She backed up her teammates on the field and off. She didn’t mind being the Ice Queen, owned it in fact. It was better to protect yourself behind a frozen wall than to wear your heart on the sleeve where anyone can injure it. Or steal it.

      But Diana was getting pressure from their new owner, Elvis Grandy, who also owned the men’s team, to reform the team’s image. Their reputation had taken a big hit after it was discovered the previous owner had not only been sexually harassing women but also embezzling from the organization. As a result, ticket sales were down, sponsorships had dropped. They were in danger of dissolving as a team, until Grandy rescued them.

      It wasn’t fair to put the onus on Ava to turn things around. She might be one of the captains and she was an all-star player, but she wasn’t a people-person. She played her heart out and then she headed to the locker room. She left the autograph signing and schmoozing with the fans to her more extroverted teammates. Being the leading scorer should mean more than snapping selfies, but apparently, the new owner didn’t feel the same way. “It doesn’t matter if you bring the goals,” Diana had told her. “You have to bring the charm, too. Who cares how good we are if there’s no one in the stands to watch?”

      Ava tossed her stick down and took off her goggles before chugging half her water. Male players didn’t have to deal with this crap. It was all about the game with them. Their careers didn’t hinge on how likable they were to the fans.

      She threw down the water bottle, tightened her ponytail, and picked up her stick. A few more shots, this time to vent the frustration left behind after clearing her head. She made sure the goggles were snug on her face to protect her eyes — she only wore a helmet during gameplay — and scooped a ball, then ran out to the center of the field. She turned and ran toward the goal, threw her arm back, and flung the ball toward the net. It hit dead center, not to the corner where she’d aimed, and rebounded back into the pocket of her stick. “Damn it.”

      “You’re pulling your elbows in. Spread them out.”

      Her head whipped up at the voice calling to her. Out of the tunnel leading to the locker rooms strode a dark-haired man in a long-sleeved fitted tee tucked into a pair of jeans that hugged his thighs. Even at a distance, there was no mistaking the glittering green eyes that had starred in Ava’s teenage fantasies and haunted her dreams the past eight years.

      She cradled the stick in her hands, swinging it out and in to keep the ball in the pocket. She planted her cleats in the grass and waited for him to move closer. She wouldn’t let him see how he affected her, though her pulse raced, her heart thudded in her chest, and her mouth went dry. Eight years. It had been eight years since she’d been this close to him. Since she last heard his voice, felt its rich, velvety timbre ripple low in her belly. Only the very last time she heard him speak, he wasn’t making her heart skip; he was breaking it.

      John James Jennings kept coming closer, all sinewy muscle and jade eyes and an “all-the-better-to-eat-you-with” toothy grin. Despite her best efforts, an uncomfortable tingle had Ava squirming. “What are you doing here, JJ?” she asked, surprising herself with how ice-coated she’d made her words. But then, she was the Ice Queen.

      His smile wavered for a brief second, then turned on full blast. JJ Jennings was known for a devastating smile that had women from ages eighteen to eighty-two swooning over him, but it paled in comparison to the thousand-watt blast of sunshine he was now aiming directly at her.

      “It’s been almost ten years,” he said, stopping about two feet in front of her. “Gotta say, TH, I expected a warmer welcome.”

      JJ had spent the first eight years of his career playing for the Memphis Ducks, but in a surprise trade, he’d landed with the Battle’s brother team, the Chesapeake Red Hawks, this season. So far, she’d been able to keep her distance, coming up with one excuse or another to stay away from joint events. Of course, that was one of the things Diana specifically mentioned had to change. She thought she’d have more time to prepare herself for running into JJ again, but her luck had run out.

      She bristled at the old nickname. “It’s Ava.”

      He raised a brow but didn’t mention her correction. His arms raised, he moved a step closer, and Ava skirted to the side, anticipating the hug. A flash of confusion and something else passed over his face. He let his arms fall.

      “Sorry, I — I’m sweaty,” she said, waving a hand over her body. It wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the reason she wouldn’t let him touch her. She feared the ice she’d encased her heart in when it came to JJ would melt and leave her the same quaking, vulnerable mess she was at eighteen. In less than five minutes, she was already a swirl of emotions.

      He grunted and followed her back to the sideline. “So how come you’re out here? I thought practice ended an hour ago.”

      “Sometimes I like to stay after and practice my shots alone.” She smoothed a hand down her ponytail, then set about packing up her gear bag.

      JJ stood over her, his head cocked to the side, arms folded across his chest. Which only served to stretch his shirt even more and put his well-defined pecs on display. “Are you mad at me, TH? Because it’s feeling kind of chilly around here, even though it’s May.”

      He didn’t know she’d overheard his careless words eight years ago. She’d run home, packed her things, and left the next day to check into her dorm a week early, sending only a brief text thanking him for helping her improve her game that summer. Well, she wasn’t about to enlighten him now.

      She faced him and forced a smile. “Of course not. You just caught me at a bad time.”

      He smiled again, seeming to accept her lame explanation. “I’d like to take you to dinner. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      The last thing she needed was to spend any amount of time with him, even doing something as innocuous as having dinner, and she sure as hell didn’t want to spend time catching up with him. She knew all she needed to know. His sister was still her best friend and while there was a silent understanding between them not to talk about JJ, she’d learned some things over the years. Also, the lacrosse world was small and his reputation as both a charmer and a ladies’ man was well-established. Some things never changed.

      She shook her head and gave what she hoped was a convincing grimace. “I can’t tonight. But it was good to see you again, JJ. Good luck with the team.”

      She slung her bag over her shoulder and turned to head back to the locker room. But before she could go anywhere, JJ put his hand on her elbow and tugged her back. The burn from where his hand touched her spread across her skin. A small gasp escaped her lips.

      If he noticed how he’d affected her, he didn’t show it. “TH, wait. I really think we should go to dinner.”

      She twisted so his hand fell off her elbow. “I told you, it’s Ava. And why is that?”

      He looked up into the stands, toward the owner’s box, then back down at her. “Because our owner said we had to or we both will be looking for new jobs at the end of the season.”
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      ANY LINGERING HEAT IN AVA’S body chilled with those words. Her eyes widened and she took a step back. Seriously? He only asked her to dinner because he was told to? Not that she wanted to go with him anyway, but still. Inwardly she scoffed. Five minutes in his presence and he’d already hurt her. Again.

      “So you were directed to take me to dinner.” She lifted her chin, her mask falling into place.  She wouldn’t let him see how he’d wounded her pride. “It wasn’t an honest invitation.”

      JJ winced and shoved his hands in his pockets. He rocked back on heels. “That didn’t come out right. Let me explain —”

      She held up a hand. “No need. I think I get it. My GM already told me the owner wants me to liven up my personality. I suppose he thinks if he puts me together with you, it’s a start. Ms. Charmless and Mr. Charm.” She snorted.

      “Something like that,” JJ said, looking down at the ground. But then he dragged his eyes back to meet her gaze. “But it was an honest invitation. I really do want to take you to dinner and catch up. We were friends for a long time. I’ve missed you,” he said. I’d have asked you to dinner with or without Grandy’s ultimatum.”

      Her brows screwed together. “What ultimatum?”

      “I can explain at dinner,” he said. He flashed his smile at her once more. “Come on, T — Ava — what do you say? We can go to Rusty Scupper’s, I remember how much you love your crab cakes.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. But I need to change. I’ll meet you there in about an hour.”

      “I can pick you up.”

      “No,” she said. Confined in a car with him was not going to happen. “It’s easier if I drive myself.”

      JJ nodded. “Okay. One hour, I’ll see you at the Inner Harbor.”

      It had taken Ava the better part of that hour to choose the right outfit. Had she been going on a date, it would’ve been easy. Something sexy and classy. But this was no date. It wasn’t even an ordinary dinner. What outfit would strike the right balance between “I don’t care enough about you to wear something special” and “Eat your freaking heart out”?

      Now she was at the restaurant, in black skinny jeans, a leather jacket over a shimmery low-cut blouse, and kitten heels. The look on JJ’s face confirmed it was the right choice. He sat at a table across the room, his mouth slightly open, raking his gaze down and up her body. She reached up to run her hand down her ponytail, then licked her lips and strutted towards him, adding a subtle swing to her hips. He stood as she approached and pulled out a chair for her.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, his eyes drifting to her chest and the glimpse of cleavage her top revealed.

      “Thank you,” she said, draping her jacket over the back of the chair and sliding into her seat. “I hope you weren’t waiting too long.”

      “Not at all,” he said, sitting down. “The waitress did take drink orders. I hope you still drink strawberry lemonade.”

      Of course she did, it was her favorite drink. Her stupid heart skipped at his remembering. But the spark of warmth the remembrance generated snuffed itself out when the waitress arrived with her lemonade and a DuClaw pilsner for JJ. “Are you ready to order?” the waitress asked.

      “I know what I want,” JJ said, his darkened gaze fixed on Ava.

      She ignored him and smiled at the waitress. “Me, too. I’ll have the crab cakes. And may I have a Moscow Mule? Thanks.”

      JJ ordered a fish dish, then handed the waitress the menus, while Ava fiddled with the straw in her lemonade. She hadn’t actually wanted a Mule, Lord knows vodka is never a good idea when you’re determined to stay in control. But she had a point to prove, one JJ took.

      He jutted his chin at her drink. “Sorry. I guess I should’ve waited and asked you what you wanted.”

      She shrugged. “No big deal. But in case you haven’t noticed, I am a grown woman now. Over twenty-one and all.”

      “Oh, I noticed,” he said, one side of his mouth quirking up. They stared at one another, each silently assessing the other, until the discomfort had Ava shifting in her seat. She broke eye contact first.

      “You do look beautiful, TH,” he said softly. He leaned on the table toward her.

      God, he was still as gorgeous as ever. Maybe even more so, now that time had roughened the boyish edges of his features. His nose now listed to the left, just a slight bump, and he had small lines around his eyes and mouth. Laugh lines, which made sense, since he was always smiling. Even when they were teenagers, she’d never known him to be angry or sad or frightened. He was the very definition of happy-go-lucky. The whole Jennings family was like that. It was one of the things that drew her to them. Her house was a sad place to be, her mother either crying or yelling about her father even after the divorce, while his was a home full of joy. The Jennings family treated her like one of their own and it was through them she learned how life is supposed to be lived.

      With laughter and love. And lacrosse.

      JJ was a superstar at high school and then in college, and if not for him teaching her the sport, giving her another way to avoid the despair in her house, she might never have been able to go to college, to move away and have a life of her own. She would always be grateful to him
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