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Chapter One

	The Blonde Problem

	 

	The blonde hairs draped across my pillow don't belong to me. Neither does the soft snoring of my human alarm clock that woke me up twenty minutes ago. A sexy alarm clock, but still. I lie here staring at the ceiling, counting the same few faint stains I've memorized over the three years I've lived in Portland. I try to ignore the queasy feeling in my stomach. One-night stands aren't exactly my style, especially not with cheerleaders from my own team.

	But here I am. Doing something I swore I'd never do.

	Tiffany---or is her name Brittany?---shifts beside me. I'm going with Brittany. Her warm body burrows deeper into my sheets like she's planning to hibernate there. Her mascara is smudged, creating raccoon shadows that somehow don't diminish her cover-girl looks. She is one hot tamale, for sure. But that isn't why I'm wincing.

	I feel like a sack of rotting, slimy, garbage.

	Yeah, I'm a prick. My ex dumped me, and I responded by doing things my conscience can't handle. A ghost must've inhabited my body last night, urging me to fuck a girl just because she begged me to do it. Last night had been her idea. After our team beat the Devils, we all had a little too much to drink. And the way Brittany trailed her fingers up and down my arm at the bar after our win got my dick excited. Her whispered suggestions in my ear, her giggle when I finally gave in and suggested we leave...I should've gone home alone. The guys had whooped and hollered as Brittany and I slipped out, like I was fulfilling some quarterback stereotype I'd always sworn I was above.

	But she'd been persistent, and I'd been...lonely, guess. But not heartbroken. Nagging emptiness has been my constant companion since Chandra packed her bags and walked out three months ago.

	My bedroom smells different this morning The lingering evidence of our lust for each other is obvious---used condoms and the scent of Brittany's cream. The pile of laundry I'd meant to fold yesterday lies on the dresser while a playbook sits open on my desk. The framed jersey on the wall suddenly seems like I'm trying too hard to remind everyone what I do for a living. Like bringing home a Portland Bigfoots cheerleader wasn't reminder enough.

	Her breathing changes rhythm. Should I wake her up? Nah, not yet. Her hair is tangled around her face, and one smooth, tanned leg has escaped the covers. She kicked them off during the night. I guess she's a hot sleeper. I file this information away uselessly, knowing I shouldn't catalog these details if I don't plan on a repeat performance.

	Not because there's any official rule against players and cheerleaders hooking up---there isn't---but because he expects better from me. He always tells me, "Focus, Hannigan. Your head's not in the game lately."

	Get outta bed, Hannigan, and send the girl packing. Politely.

	Coach Barnes would have my ass if he knew what I'd done. I've always called him Coach Ernie, though nobody else does. He's like a second father to me, but even Ernie Barnes would be ashamed of me now.

	Chandra's face floats into my mind unbidden---golden skin and dark, fathomless eyes, and thick, sexy lips. I remember the way she used to curl against me in the mornings, never snoring, always waking with perfect makeup somehow. The way she left, citing my "emotional unavailability" as if she'd been reading it from a therapist's clipboard.

	Brittany stirs beside me, stretching like a cat. Her foot brushes against my calf, and I tense up. The girl deserves better than a guy who can't remember her name with any certainty and is mentally comparing her to his ex.

	"Mm," she murmurs, and I realize she's awake now, blue eyes blinking open to focus on me. "Morning, superstar."

	I wince. Christ, I hate that nickname. It's what the fans scream, what the local sports anchors call me, what Chandra used to purr when she wanted something. Brittany clearly wants round two in the sheets. I don't. But I didn't exactly treat her like a person with dreams and a name last night. We used each other. Consenting adults and all that shit.

	"Morning," I say. "Sleep okay?"

	"Mm-hm." She stretches again, making no move to cover herself as the sheet slips lower. "Better than okay."

	Her smile seems genuine with no hint of regret or morning-after awkwardness. That makes one of us. I force myself to smile back while my brain scrambles for what comes next in the one-night stand playbook. Breakfast? A quick goodbye? The clock on my nightstand reads 7:15 AM. We both have places to be soon, responsibilities waiting. The team won't wait for their quarterback to sort out his messy personal life.

	"I could make coffee," I offer, already planning my escape route to the kitchen.

	"That sounds perfect. Can I use your bathroom?"

	"Yeah, sure."

	Standing in my kitchen wearing nothing but last night's boxer briefs, I rummage through my fridge like I'm searching for the meaning of life instead of breakfast ingredients. The coffee maker gurgles behind me just as Brittany emerges from the bathroom. She pads across the tile floor in her bare feet, now wearing her short-shorts and Portland Bigfoots T-shirt from last night. She wiped away the makeup smudges too. Somehow, she looks perfectly tousled rather than like a rat's. Some people just win the morning-after lottery.

	I grab a milk carton along with some butter. "I could, uh, whip up eggs and bacon for breakfast."

	"Oh, don't bother." She waves a dismissive hand. "My boyfriend's waiting for me at home. I'll grab an Uber."

	She has a boyfriend? Since when?

	Brittany leans against the counter, all long legs and easy smiles. She reaches for the mug of coffee I've poured her, takes a sip, and makes a little sound of appreciation that hits me somewhere below the belt.

	"I should get going soon." She gathers her clothes and dresses quickly. "Practice starts at nine, and Coach Miller will have us doing extra laps if anyone's late."

	"You sure? It's no trouble." I'm almost disappointed, which is ridiculous. Isn't this how one-night stands are supposed to go? Quick exit, no strings?

	She crosses the kitchen to stop my nervous egg-carton fidgeting. "The coffee's perfect. That's all I need."

	I nod, relieved and oddly let down at the same time.

	She hands me my shirt, neatly folded. "Thanks for the loan, superstar."

	"No problem." I clutch the shirt like it's evidence. "Let me just throw on some clothes, and I'll walk you out."

	I dress quickly, not bothering with a shower yet. That can wait until she's gone. When I step back into the living room, Brittany is checking her phone. "My Uber's three minutes away. Perfect timing."

	"This was fun," she says, saving me from myself. "No pressure or anything, but we should hang out sometime. You know, when you're not celebrating a big win and I'm not three margaritas deep."

	I laugh, surprised by her directness and lack of pretense. "Yeah, maybe."

	Her eyes narrow slightly, reading between the lines of my non-commitment. "Or not. No big deal either way, Mike."

	A car pulls into my driveway---her Uber, right on time.

	I open the front door, watching as she walks down to the ground floor, smiling and waving, waiting for her car to arrive. "Bye-bye, Mike!"

	"Yeah, uh...bye, Brittany."

	"That's me," she says unnecessarily, tapping something on her phone to confirm. "Thanks for..." she waves her hand vaguely between us, "...all this. And good luck at practice today. That last-minute touchdown pass on Saturday was insane."

	I feel my face warm at the compliment. "Just doing my job."

	She rolls her eyes, but she's smiling. "Right. Because any quarterback could've made that throw. Take the compliment, superstar."

	There's that nickname again, but this time it doesn't sting as much. She steps closer, rises onto her toes, and presses a quick kiss to my cheek before turning toward the waiting car.

	"See you around, Hannigan," she calls over her shoulder as she slides into the backseat.

	I raise my hand in a half-wave as the car backs out of the apartment complex's driveway. "See you around."

	Her Uber already turning onto the street, carrying her away to cheerleader practice and away from whatever this was.

	I stand here longer than necessary, watching the space where the car had been. My cheek still feels warm where her lips touched it, a ghost of connection that's already fading. Somehow, I know I won't be calling her, and she knows it too. We used each other to fill spaces in ourselves that can't really be filled that way---not permanently, anyway.

	With a sigh, I turn back toward my empty apartment.

	 


Chapter Two

	Defensive Moves

	 

	After my humiliation this morning with Brittany, I needed to get away from the field, and the world, for a while. Eventually, I wandered into a big indoor skating rink. I've always enjoyed skating. But Coach Barnes had me running extra sprints after I overthrew four passes in a row, and our backup quarterback made sure everyone heard his snide comments about "superstar burnout." I wanted to punch that smirk off his face, but that would only prove what everyone was already thinking.

	Hannigan's losing his edge.

	So, I fled like a fugitive from justice. Yeah, that wasn't my proudest moment. But after showering and changing, I drove aimlessly until I found myself at the ice rink where I'd spent so much time as a kid. I have no clue why I stopped here. Maybe because it's the last place anyone would look for me. Football players and skates don't typically mix well.

	Now I'm sitting in the mostly empty bleachers, nursing a mediocre coffee from a vending machine, when the prettiest skater I've ever seen walks onto the ice.

	At first, I'm not even sure that girl is real. Then I blink twice and lean forward. Oh yeah, she's real. Anyone with a body like that deserves my attention. The pristine ice almost glitters in the lights. Only a handful of spectators are here, scattered around the rink. The skater girl glides across the ice with stunning elegance, and she's practicing moves I've never seen before. Watching her on the ice...damn, I feel totally incompetent. Her hair shimmers in the sunlight, and she's wearing simple black leggings and a fitted gray top. Nothing flashy. But she doesn't need sequins to command my attention.

	And oh yeah, I can't stop admiring her tits. I'd love to suck on those perfect globes until she's about to come just from what I'm doing.

	The older man who follows her onto the ice must be her coach. He says something I can't hear from my position, gesturing with weathered hands as the girl nods, her expression serious. Their whole interaction seems like it's all business, no smiles.

	Then she begins to move.

	Holy shit. I've seen Olympic skating on TV---usually while scrolling through my phone waiting for the hockey to start. But watching this girl live and in person is something else entirely. Every move seems precise, controlled, and yet somehow fluid. She builds speed, then launches into the air, spinning so fast she's a blur before landing on one blade with impossible grace. Not a wobble, not a wince, just a seamless transition back into her glide.

	I lean forward, forgetting my coffee, forgetting my shitty day, forgetting everything but the hypnotic rhythm of her movements. The way she carves the ice entrances me. Every turn is calculated, every jump calculated. Yet nothing she does looks robotic. Her graceful movements exude freedom and energy.

	"Extension!" her coach calls out, his accented voice echoing through the nearly empty rink. "Higher on the free leg, Regan!"

	Regan. That's the beautiful girl's name.

	She adjusts immediately, her leg stretching higher behind her as she glides backward on one foot, her other leg now a perfect horizontal line behind her. The change transforms her from merely impressive to almost otherworldly.

	I can't take my eyes off her. Regan commands the ice with such grace and agility that I'm dumbstruck. My athletic achievements seem clumsy by comparison. I've thrown game-winning touchdowns in front of seventy thousand screaming fans, but I've never managed to look as effortless on skates as she does. That triple-whatever-the-hell-it-was knocked me out.

	"Again!" her coach hollers, clapping his hands twice. "This time, feel the music inside you, Regan. The judges do not want mathematics. You must give them art!"

	She nods, circling the rink to gather speed again. Her face is a study in concentration with her jaw set and her eyes focused on some point in the distance that only she can see. Then Regan goes airborne again, spinning like a top, landing with a barely audible scratch of metal on ice. She makes those moves look so easy. But I know enough about elite athletics to recognize the raw power hidden beneath that grace. It's the same way a perfect spiral throw seems effortless to fans but requires every muscle in my body working in harmony.

	Her coach nods again. "Better. Now the combination."

	She takes a deep breath. I can see her shoulders rising and falling even from my spot in the bleachers. Then she launches into a series of moves that leave me slack-jawed. Spin, jump, land, immediate jump again, another spin. I'm so entranced by Regan that I don't notice my coffee tipping until it spills across my jeans.

	"Shit!" I mutter, jumping up and brushing at the hot liquid seeping through the denim.

	The noise draws Regan's attention. And suddenly, those intense blue eyes are looking straight at me.

	I freeze, my coffee-soaked jeans forgotten. I can't tell for sure if she's annoyed by my exclamation or if she's assessing me. For a split second, our gazes lock across the empty rink.

	She doesn't miss a beat though, turning away from me without a backward glance. She goes back to her routine like I never existed. That stings more than it should. I mean, I don't even know the girl. But something about her invigorates me more than anything has in a long time. I even forgot about Chandra.

	"Focus!" Regan's coach barks, clapping his hands again. His accent sounds like Eastern European or Russian, maybe? "You have a competition in three weeks. No distractions."

	They guy shoots a pointed look in my direction, and I experience a sudden urge to shrink into my seat like a little kid who's done something naughty. I'm Mike Hannigan, star quarterback for the Portland Bigfoots, and I'm being intimidated by a figure skating coach who can't be more than five-foot-eight.

	I think my balls just shriveled up.

	Guess I should leave. Right? This clearly isn't my space, and I'm interrupting their practice session. But my legs refuse to move, and I'm glued to my seat as Regan launches into another sequence that defies not only gravity, but everything I thought I knew about human capabilities. The way she uses the entire rink reminds me of the way I see the football field---dimensions and angles most people don't notice, opportunities where others see obstacles.

	Regan's coach says something to her in what definitely sounds like Russian. As if I'm an expert on languages. She responds in the same language without breaking stride. Whatever he told her makes her push harder, her movements becoming even more precise, more powerful. Something about her determination resonates within me too. Something about her single-minded focus feels familiar to me. That's how I used to approach the game before everything got so complicated.

	Before Chandra left. Before the team started looking at me like I was a liability instead of an asset. Before I started second-guessing every throw.

	I watch Regan execute another jump---this one higher and more ambitious than the last. I hold my breath until she lands. The sheer courage it takes to launch yourself into the air like that, knowing the ice is waiting below...damn, it's the hottest thing ever.

	"Bohdan," she calls to her coach, slowing her pace slightly. "Let me try the triple-triple again. I didn't get enough height on the second jump."

	"You are pushing too hard, lapochka," the man, who I know is Bohdan, replies with a shake of his head. "We have time to perfect it before Nationals."

	"I don't want to perfect it at Nationals. I want to perfect it now." Her voice carries across the rink. Nobody seems to notice, though.

	I can't help smiling. Her stubborn drive reminds me of myself. I recognize it like I'm looking in a mirror. That need to prove something, not just to others, but to yourself.

	Bohdan says something else in Russian or whatever, his tone stern but not unkind. Regan nods, takes a deep breath, and circles the rink again. This time when she jumps, everything about her is different---higher, faster, more controlled. When she lands, her coach claps once, a sharp sound that echoes through the rink.

	"Yes! That is what we need!" he calls out. "Again, lapochka!"

	She doesn't even pause to acknowledge the praise and just sets up for another attempt. The complete absence of self-congratulation impresses me almost as much as the jump itself. In a sport where I've seen grown men dance like fools after scoring a touchdown, her focus is refreshing.

	"Enough for now," Bohdan finally announces after Regan nails the jump sequence for the third consecutive time. "Cool down, then we work on your step sequence."

	Regan seems wiped out, but her chest rises and falls with controlled breaths as she begins to circle the rink at a more leisurely pace. For the first time since she stepped onto the ice, her posture softens slightly. Not by much, though. I get the feeling this woman doesn't know how to fully relax.

	Then she swerves toward my section of the bleachers, slowing just enough to make deliberate eye contact. Her blue eyes are cool and assessing, as if she's sizing up an opponent. I feel strangely exposed under her gaze, like she can see right through me. As the quarterback, I have a reputation to uphold. My buddies on the Portland Bigfoots team expect me to always be professional.

	Bohdan waves his hand in a grand gesture. "Be gone, you oaf. You are distracting my skater."

	 


Chapter Three:

	The Quarterback Scramble

	I startle, realizing Regan's coach has walked around the arena to reach us while I was locked in my staring contest with the sexy skater. Up close, Bohdan is more imposing than he seemed from a distance, with broad-shoulders and shrewd eyes that I suspect miss nothing.

	"Sorry, sir," I lamely state before clearing my throat. Why do I feel like a teenager caught somewhere I shouldn't be? "I didn't mean to interrupt, sir."

	"Yet you are still here." He points out, then thrusts a finger at me. "This is private practice time."

	I glance around the empty rink. "I thought it was a public facility."

	"Public hours are posted outside," Bohdan explain crisply. "This is reserved time."

	"Right. Sure, I get it." I should leave. I know I should. But something about the way Regan watches me with her cheeks dimpled gets me even hornier. And my brain decides now is the right moment to blurt out, "I'm Mike. Mike Hannigan."

	Regan skates closer to the barrier, her movements fluid even in that small gesture. "I'm Regan Banks."

	"Nice to meet you, Regan. Sorry if I crashed your training. Your skating is phenomenal, and I guess I was sort of mesmerized seeing you in action."

	Her lips curl into a sweet little smile. "I've never skated for a man who isn't a figure skater too---or a coach. It's nice to talk to a normal person."

	"Not sure I qualify as normal." I shrug and smile sheepishly. "I'm a pro football player."

	Her entire expression lights. "A fellow athlete? That's wonderful. What team do you play for?"

	"The Portland Bigfoots."

	"What a cute name."

	Cute? Not hardly. She's weird but I like it. "The legends of Bigfoot aka Sasquatch bring in tons of tourists."

	"Really? I'd love to see a cryptid up-close. Wouldn't you?"

	When I open my mouth to speak again, Bohdan cuts me off by clearing his throat deliberately. "If you are finished with introductions, lapochka..."

	Her shoulders flag as she skates away gracefully, glancing back at me. "Good luck with your next game, Mr. Quarterback."

	Her coach rolls his eyes.

	I ignore Bohdan. "Good luck to you too, Regan. And your Russian coach."

	Why does it look she's struggling not to burst into laughter?

	"What's so funny?" I ask.

	"Just wait. You'll find out in precisely three seconds. One, two, three..."

	Bohdan clenches his teeth and snarls, "I am not Russian! I am Ukrainian!"

	I hold my hands up. "Okay, sorry, I didn't know that."

	He jabs a finger at me while still seething. "Russians are the excrement of the universe!"

	Okay, now I know Russians and Ukrainians apparently hate each other. Good to know. Guess I'd better leave before the coach goes thermonuclear on me. "I should get going. Nice to meet you both, and sorry I offended your coach, Regan."

	Before I can accidentally cause any more of an international incident, I grab my stuff and head for the doors. But I give Regan a quick smile over my shoulder that makes her smile too in the cutest way.

	I doubt I'll ever see her again. But you never know...

	As I walk out of the rink and onto the street, I pull in a deep breath of chilly air. But I can't help smiling. Something about Regan got under my skin in the best way. Her elegance as she moved across the ice kept me bewitched me, as if gravity was optional and friction didn't apply to her. I unlock my car but pause before getting in, glancing back at the building one more time. My day began as a complete dumpster fire but somehow ended with me bumping into the most intriguing woman I've met. Figure skater meets football quarterback.

	Talk about opposites.

	My phone buzzes in my pocket. It's Coach Thompson, as I call him. He probably wants to remind me of how spectacularly I screwed up today's practice. So, I let it ring through to voicemail. Whatever lecture he's prepared can wait until tomorrow.

	The drive back to my place takes longer than it should. I find myself replaying every moment from the rink, from the graceful way Regan's blades carved the ice to the flash of disappointment on her face when her coach interrupted us. It's ridiculous how much mental real estate I'm giving someone I just met for all of five minutes.

	When I get home, I toss my keys on the counter and grab a bottle of water from the fridge. But I still can't stop thinking about Regan. Chandra moved out months ago, and my apartment feels emptier than usual tonight. Her absence is still marked by negative space---the missing throw pillows, the bare spot where her favorite painting hung, the empty side of the closet that I can see through my bedroom door.

	I flop onto the couch and finally check Coach Thompson's voicemail. "Hannigan, I need you focused tomorrow."

	Yeah, he would be worried about my performance today. I delete the text without listening and toss my phone onto the coffee table. I'm too wired to sit still. The memory of Regan keeps flashing through my mind. Her grace, her power, her absolute control.

	I grab my laptop and, before I can talk myself out of it, type "Regan Banks figure skater" into the search bar. Several hits come up immediately. Turns out she isn't just some random skater. She's competed nationally and has Olympic dreams, or so I read in a lengthy article that profiled her career so far. The writer called Regan "the next Tara Lipinski," whatever that means.

	When I come across a video from last year's championships, I can't believe Regan placed only fourth. She deserves a gold medal. So, I click play and find myself leaning forward, studying every second of her routine with an intensity that surprises even me. The way she launches into jumps, the height she achieves...Regan's airborne for what seems like impossible stretches of time. Her expression throughout her routine remains intense and single-minded, but I also notice an undercurrent of joy that breaks through at certain moments. When she lands a particularly difficult jump, a smile flashes across her face so briefly you'd miss it if you blinked.

	I watch three more videos before I realize it's past midnight. Tomorrow's early practice is going to hurt, but I don't regret it. Watching Regan makes me feel...inspired. That's not a word I've associated with myself lately.

	My phone buzzes again. It's Ernie this time, not Coach Thompson.

	"Hannigan." Ernie's voice is gruff but concerned. "You okay, son? You looked like hell warmed over at practice today."

	I rub my eyes, leaning back against the sofa. "Yeah, I'm fine. Just one of those days."

	Ernie grunts. "'One of those days' doesn't explain you missing passes a high school freshman could catch."

	He isn't angry, but disappointed. Somehow that's worse. "I'll do better tomorrow."

	"You'd better be. Thompson's breathing down my neck about your performance. Said if you don't shape up by Friday's scrimmage, he's considering benching you for the exhibition game."

	"What? He can't do that. I'm the starting quarterback."

	"He can and he will if you keep playing like you did today. Get your head on straight, Hannigan."

	"I will. See you tomorrow, Coach."

	After hanging up, I stare at my laptop screen where a frozen image of Regan in mid-spin stares back at me. My own reflection in the dark screen seems haggard. I shut the laptop and head for the shower, hoping the hot water might wash away some of today's mistakes.

	Under the spray, I let my mind drift. Football has been my whole life for as long as I can remember. My dad tells everyone he knows how proud he is of me. But lately, the passion's been missing. Every practice feels like going through motions I've memorized rather than playing a game I love.

	I towel off and collapse in bed, expecting to fall asleep immediately after the day I've had. Instead, I find myself staring at the ceiling while my thoughts drift back to the ice rink. To Regan. To the way she seemed to defy physics with every jump and spin. Her passion is genuine and so different from the grinding obligation I've been feeling lately.

	What would Ernie say if I told him I spent my evening watching figure skating videos instead of reviewing game footage? He'd have a coronary right on the spot. The thought makes me smile despite everything.

	When sleep finally comes, I dream of ice and movement and blue eyes that I swear see right through me.

	Morning arrives with the obnoxious blare of my alarm. I drag myself out of bed, feeling every hit from yesterday's practice in my muscles. The shower helps, but my brain still feels foggy as I grab a protein shake and my gym bag. I'm early to practice for the first time in weeks. And I know exactly why.

	Her name is Regan Banks.
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