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 Chapter One 
 
    Mid-July 
 
    St. Thomas, US Virgin Islands 
 
    The sand chilled her toes, an odd sensory difference from the warm night air that hugged her skin and made the ends of her hair cling to her neck. Cindy Miller didn't care—she needed to feel that difference, needed to feel something other than the strange detachment that had been her constant companion for the last two months. She didn't understand it, didn't want it…and didn't know what to do about it. 
 
    A small laugh escaped her, whisper-soft and full of deprecation—and maybe even a little desperation. She leaned forward, wrapped her arms around her knees, and dug her toes in deeper. Furrows appeared in the sand, deep grooves that grew wider with each swipe of her carefully manicured feet. She shouldn't be sitting out here, shouldn't be falling back into this odd mood, shouldn't be feeling this odd detachment. Not here, not now. 
 
    It had been a whirlwind few days, filled with sunshine and sand and laughter and love. So much love. But the wedding was over now, the bride and groom on their way to the luxurious catamaran that would take them on a private tour of the islands for the next week. A burst of happiness filled her. Maggie and Dillon were the perfect couple and she was so happy they had found each other. And happy that she had been included in their plans to start their new life together. Not that the start to their new life had been what she'd been expecting. When Maggie first told her they were getting married this summer, she'd expected a small gathering back home, maybe just Maggie's family and a few close friends of the bride and groom. She'd only been right about half of it.  
 
    The gathering was small, just like she'd figured it would be. Maggie wasn't into big displays of anything and liked to keep things simple. Easy. Uncomplicated. So yes, the guest list had been small. The location, however, had come as a surprise. Instead of a small church or hall or something like that, the wedding had taken place on the white sandy beach of a private resort—on the island of St. Thomas in the US Virgin Islands. 
 
    Leave it to Dillon to surprise everyone with a romantic streak. 
 
    Cindy sighed and gazed at the empty expanse of beach. The wedding arch was gone now but she could still see it in her mind's eye: a simple bamboo frame draped in gauzy linen, decorated with fragrant blooms of tropical flowers. So simple yet so very beautiful and somehow elegant. Everything about the ceremony had been that way, from the simple gown Maggie had worn to the bare feet of everyone in the four-person wedding party. Maggie's mother had been stunned—and not in a good way—but Maggie had put her foot down. Cindy laughed at the memory. Yeah, she had, quite literally. Right over there, in the soft sand, when she had firmly told her mother that this was her wedding—hers and Dillon's—and they were doing what they wanted, not anyone else. 
 
    Good for her, Cindy thought again. Cindy had been secretly pleased, especially since she was the maid-of-honor. The dress she wore was a pale salmon linen, its kerchief hemline long enough to sway around her bare calves. It was something Cindy would wear again, even back home. So yeah, good for Maggie because if it had been up to her mother, Cindy would have been wearing an awful floor-length satin concoction with lace and bows and sashes. Just the thought made her shiver in distaste. 
 
    But now the ceremony and small reception were over, the bride and groom heading off into the sunset for a romantic honeymoon. Which meant it was time for Cindy to get back to real life. 
 
    A life she had no idea what to do with. Not anymore, not for the last few months. And wasn't that just the absolute pits? She was the one who was usually so together, so organized and focused and driven. Except she wasn't, not anymore. 
 
    And she had no idea what had happened, or why. 
 
    Or what she was going to do about it. Not really. 
 
    The sound of glass clinking against glass, soft and almost musical, came from behind her. She stiffened, wondering who was coming out to intrude on her solitude, then turned. She relaxed and almost smiled when she saw Ethan Kincaid walking toward her with a wine bottle and two glasses in his hands, his gait strong and steady in the soft sand. Like her, he was still dressed in his wedding attire: creamy linen shorts and a loose, buttoned shirt. 
 
    "Why are you sitting out here by yourself?" 
 
    "I was watching the sunset." 
 
    His smoky gaze moved to the water, the clear blue dark now, cloaked in the shadows of night, then turned back to her and raised his dark brows. "Really? I think you're about an hour late." 
 
    "Closer to two." 
 
    "Really? It's been that long?" He glanced at his wrist, frowned when he realized he wasn't wearing a watch, then stepped closer. "I must be on island time already. Scoot over." 
 
    Cindy slid over, making room for him on the edge of the large cabana lounge. Maybe 'lounge' was the wrong word; it was more like a bed, the foam cushion thick and comfortable, with huge pillows and even linen side curtains that could be pulled against the bright Caribbean sun during the day. There were several of the private lounges scattered at discreet distances along the beach but all of them were vacant now.  
 
    The material of her dress caught under her butt and she stood up, smoothing the linen behind her. Ethan immediately took advantage of her absence and swung his legs up, stretching out and arranging the pillows behind his head, getting comfortable with a contented sigh. Cindy placed her hands on her hips and frowned at him. "You took my spot!" 
 
    "You're kidding, right? This thing is huge." He slid over to make room for her then patted the cushion next to him. He turned his attention to the bottle in his hand, releasing the cork with a small pop. Champagne then, not wine. He filled both glasses, shoved the bottle into the sand, then held one glass out to her. Cindy rolled her eyes then crawled back onto the lounge, stretching out next to Ethan so they were side-by-side before taking the glass.  
 
    Ethan took a sip then sighed, the sound oozing contentment. Cindy took a sip as well then stared out at the dark water without really seeing it. Silence settled around them for a few minutes, filled with nothing but the gentle lapping of waves against the beach. Ethan shifted and Cindy sensed more than saw him take another sip of the champagne. He nudged her arm and she turned, surprised to see him watching her with a crooked smile. 
 
    "So why are you so quiet?" 
 
    "Who, me?" 
 
    "I don't see anyone else sitting out here. Of course, you. Now fess up. Why are you so quiet?" 
 
    Cindy shook her head and drank from the glass, hoping Ethan would take the hint and not ask again. Or change the subject. Or just sit there and enjoy the quiet night. But this was Ethan—too funny, too observant, too stubborn. Of course he wouldn't let her ignore the question. 
 
    He nudged her again, his arm accidentally brushing the curve of her breast. Tingles of awareness shot through her and danced across her damp flesh, causing warmth to pool low in her belly. Cindy stiffened, the sensation surprising her. 
 
    The act of simply feeling surprising her. 
 
    Did Ethan notice? No. He was still grinning at her, his face cloaked in shadows as he raised the glass to his mouth and took a long swallow. His tongue darted out, swiped across his lower lip. 
 
    More heat filled her, a heat that had nothing to do with the heavy night air surrounding them. Ethan? No, she must be imagining things. Why would she suddenly be reacting to him this way? After months of feeling nothing but a strange emptiness and detachment, like she was nothing more than a distant observer?  
 
    No. She had to be imagining things. This was Ethan. He was nothing more than a friend. A good friend, maybe even one of her best friends. Attractive, yes, with his dark tousled hair and crooked smile and those ridiculously long lashes that framed his smoky blue eyes. How many times had she teased him and called them girly-lashes? Too many. And he'd just laugh, that warm rumbling chuckle coming from deep in his wide chest.  
 
    Except she didn't think his lashes were girly now, not with the way he was looking at her. No, he wasn't looking at her any differently, that was just her imagination. Again. 
 
    Or maybe it was just too much champagne—except she hadn't really had that much. She looked away and drained the glass, heard Ethan laugh again before he leaned to the side and grabbed the bottle. He refilled her glass and topped his off, then settled back against the pillows with another sigh. 
 
    "So are you going to answer, or do I have to guess?" 
 
    "Answer what?" 
 
    He chuckled again. "Why you're so quiet." 
 
    "I'm not. Or if I am, it's just because I'm relaxing, taking this all in." 
 
    "Now, maybe. But you've been quiet the last few days, ever since we got here. What's up?" 
 
    How could he have noticed? He shouldn’t have, not when they'd been so busy preparing for today. Not even Maggie had noticed. Of course, Maggie was the bride, and she had plenty of other things on her mind—including trying to rein in her mother and keep her from taking over everything at the last minute. 
 
    Cindy shook her head again and forced a smile she didn't quite feel. "Nothing's up. It's just been a busy few days, that's all." 
 
    "Hm." Ethan watched her for a minute and she wondered if he'd push for an answer. But he finally turned his head and gazed out at the dark water, taking an absent sip of champagne. "So what have you been doing the last few months? I feel like I haven't talked to you in forever." 
 
    "It hasn't been that long. Barely two months." Since the Banners had been eliminated from the playoffs and he'd gone back home. "And I haven't really been doing anything. Helping Maggie mostly." 
 
    "You all set for classes to start back up? That's the end of August, isn't it?" 
 
    "Uh, yeah. I guess." 
 
    "What do you mean, you guess? Don't you know?" 
 
    "I, uh—I'm not going back." The words fell from her mouth in a rush. She quickly raised the glass to her lips, hoping he wouldn't notice, hoping he wouldn't say anything, hoping he wouldn't ask her any questions. 
 
    But this was Ethan, her friend, and he did notice. He leaned over and took the glass from her hand then turned his head toward her, his dark brows pulled low over those smoky blue eyes. His thigh pressed against hers, his bare skin warm against the flesh of her leg that had been exposed when her dress shifted up again. More tingles shot through her, like someone had placed the hot end of an electrical wire against her leg.  
 
    "Wait. I did not just hear that. What do you mean, you're not going back? Why the hell not?" 
 
    "Just what I said." She ignored the sensation of bare flesh pressed against bare flesh and reached for her glass. Ethan leaned against the back of the lounge and held it away from her, his gaze intent as he shook his head. 
 
    "No. No way. Not until you tell me what's going on." 
 
    "Nothing is going on. I don't want to talk about it." She reached for the glass again. Ethan shifted again, raising both glasses high above his head. If Cindy wanted hers, she'd have to practically straddle him and scoot up his body to reach it. 
 
    The idea sent a wave of heat and desire through her, so hard and sudden that the breath rushed from her and left her gasping in surprise. 
 
    No, not surprise. Desire. Want. Hunger. Need.  
 
    Feelings. Tangible, concrete feelings. 
 
    What was wrong with her? Why, after months of confusing numbness and encroaching blackness, was she feeling this now? With Ethan? He was her friend, nothing more. She shouldn't be feeling anything with him. But she was.  
 
    Could he tell what she was thinking? Could he feel it, or was she the only one? 
 
    He was still watching her, that crooked smile lighting his face and shining in his eyes. His large body was relaxed and at ease, sprawled across the thick padding of the oversized lounge. His linen shirt pulled up over his stomach, revealing a swath of hard flesh, muscular and tanned. Cindy blinked, tried to swallow against the sudden need flaring through her, and forced herself to look away. Cindy caught his gaze with hers, saw something flicker in the depths of his smoky eyes a brief second before she straddled him and reached for her glass. 
 
    Only she didn't make it that far. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Ethan froze, almost afraid to move. One second, he had been teasing Cindy, playing keep-away with her glass of champagne. The next, she was straddling him, her firm legs on either side of his hips, her chest dangerously close to his face. 
 
    Like, right in his face.  
 
    He blinked, wondering if maybe he was imagining things. Maybe this was nothing but another dream. Lord knew, he'd had enough of them the last few months. But no, this wasn't a dream. The soft flesh of her small rounded breasts was right there, less than an inch away, covered by nothing more than the gauzy linen of her dress. All he had to do was tilt his head a fraction of an inch and his mouth could— 
 
    Ethan swallowed back a groan and tried to put distance between his mouth and those wonderful, soft breasts. There wasn't much room for him to go anywhere, not when he was stretched out, not when his head was already against the back of the lounge bed— 
 
    No, not bed. Christ, he couldn't think of it as a bed. It was a lounge…something. Chair. Recliner. Whatever the fuck they wanted to call this oversized piece of beach furniture.  
 
    But it wasn't a bed. He absolutely could not think of it that way. Especially not with the way Cindy was wiggling her perfect little ass against him. Why was she straddling him, anyway? Did she know—? No, she couldn't know. As far as she knew, they were friends, nothing more than friends. He'd been careful to make sure it stayed that way, careful to hide how he felt. So why was she wiggling against him like that, like she was trying to climb up his body? 
 
    The champagne. That was it. She wanted the champagne he had taken away from her.  
 
    Ethan shifted, swallowed another groan when his hips came into contact with her body. He lowered his arm and offered her the glass with a pained smile. "Someone must be thirsty, huh?" 
 
    She shook her head. A few strands of her hair caught on her cheek and she brushed them away with a gentle swipe of her hand. Then she leaned forward, ignoring the glass he held out to her, and placed both hands on his shoulders. 
 
    His body tensed at the touch. He was helpless to move. Christ, he could barely breathe, not when she was looking at him like that, with those sultry green eyes fixed on him, searching his own eyes for…something. 
 
    "I'm not thirsty." Her voice was just above a whisper, throaty and warm. Seductive. No, that was just his imagination. Nothing more than wishful thinking. 
 
    Wasn't it? 
 
    That's what he tried to tell himself, even when she leaned forward and pressed her mouth against his. Hesitant. Light. Like she wasn't sure she knew what she was doing. 
 
    Or like she wasn't sure how he would react. 
 
    All he had to do was hold himself still. Not move, then pretend nothing had happened. Tease her, or make light of it. Or something. 
 
    As long as he didn't move… 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    He dropped both glasses, heard them hit the sand with a tinkling thud. Then his arms were around her, pulling her more tightly against him as he took over the kiss. He swept his tongue across her full lips, swallowed her sigh when she opened her mouth to his. 
 
    And God, she was even sweeter than he had imagined. Sweet and warm and spicy. He could kiss her all night, would gladly get drunk on her kisses. 
 
    And fuck. What the hell was he doing? He shouldn't be doing this, shouldn't be taking advantage. She probably had too much champagne, wasn't thinking clearly. They were friends, nothing more than friends. 
 
    Ethan groaned and pulled away, almost afraid to breathe when she collapsed against him with a little sigh. But she didn't pull away. Didn't scamper off his lap or yell at him or make a joke of it. Instead, she pressed those warm lips against the side of his neck as one hand trailed up and down his arm, across his chest, back to his arm. 
 
    "Cindy. I—" He swallowed, tried to clear his throat so the words didn't come out as a sorry croak.  
 
    "Why did you stop?" 
 
    The question threw him. Of all the things he had imagined her saying, that wasn't one of them. Had she actually asked him why he had stopped? Didn't she know what would happen if he didn't stop? Didn't she know how much he wanted more than just a kiss? 
 
    No, she didn't. And he couldn't tell her. They were friends. That was it. He wasn't about to destroy his friendship with her over one silly fantasy. He was stronger than that, able to restrain himself. 
 
    He was pretty sure he could restrain himself. 
 
    He curled his hands into fists and shoved them under his ass so he wouldn't do something stupid—like reach out and cup her face as he kissed her. He should probably turn his head to the side so he could look at her, but her lips were still nuzzling his neck. Okay, so maybe he didn't have as much restraint as he thought he did. But damn, her mouth felt too delicious on him. Couldn't he have just that much. At least? 
 
    "I, uh." He cleared his throat again. "You've been drinking and—" 
 
    "No, I haven't." 
 
    "Yeah, you have. And I shouldn't—" 
 
    "The only thing I've had to drink was the champagne you just brought out." 
 
    "Yeah, but still—" 
 
    "And I didn't even finish that because you dropped it. In the sand." 
 
    Yeah, he did. 
 
    He turned his head, his gaze meeting hers. Emerald eyes stared back at him, deep and clear. Not filled with the haze of alcohol like he had expected. No, they were filled with something else. Something much more dangerous. 
 
    Passion. Desire. 
 
    Cindy leaned back, her ass resting snugly against the length of his erection. Yeah, no way she couldn't feel that. She wiggled against him and he sucked in a deep breath, his hands curling tighter beneath him. Her gaze held his as she reached out and slowly unbuttoned his shirt, the short nails of her fingers scraping against sensitive skin as she parted the material and pushed it from his shoulders. Then she flattened her hands and ran her palms along his warm chest, her eyes never leaving his. 
 
    "I need to feel, Ethan. Please." 
 
    He opened his mouth, ready to ask what she meant. The words died in his throat when she grabbed the hem of her gauzy dress and pulled it over her head. She tossed it to the side then sat there, naked except for the lacy scrap of underwear, her body bared to his hungry gaze. 
 
    Time stopped, filled with nothing but the sound of his heavy breathing and the pounding of his heart. Could she hear it? She must, even over the sound of the lapping waves.  
 
    She reached down and tugged his arm, her fingers uncurling his own as she guided his hand to her breast. Warm flesh, firm and petal-soft, filled his hand. He squeezed, watched as her head dropped back on a soft sigh as he grazed the erect nipple with his thumb. 
 
    Restraint fled, replaced with ravenous desire and urgent need. Ethan leaned forward, caught one rosy nipple in his mouth as he palmed her other breast. Sweet, just like her kiss. Supple. Enticing.  
 
    She sighed again, the sound turning into a moan as she rocked her hips against him. Ethan swallowed his own groan and grabbed her, holding her still as he thrust his hips against her soft flesh. 
 
    He released her nipple after one long pull then reached up, cupped the back of her head in one hand and pulled her down for a kiss. Deep, thorough. Tasting and learning. He shifted, rolling them so Cindy was beneath his body, still kissing. Still touching.  
 
    She moaned, a breathy little sound that fired his blood, then wrapped her legs high around his waist. Her hands roamed across his back, down to cup his ass as she pressed herself against him. 
 
    "Please, Ethan. Make me feel." 
 
    There was something about her words, something that didn't make sense. But he didn't know what, couldn't figure it out, not with all the other sensations racing through him.  
 
    And he didn't care. Not now. Not when all he wanted to do was make her feel what he was feeling. 
 
    He broke the kiss, disentangling his body from hers, and stood up. 
 
    "Ethan?" 
 
    "Sh." He leaned over her for a quick kiss then straightened once more, his hands trembling as he reached for the gauzy curtains. He pulled them closed, shutting out the night, shutting out the pinpricks of light coming from the resort so far away. 
 
    Far away, yet too close.  
 
    It was just them now. The two of them and the dark night sky and the Caribbean Ocean yards away, its waves pounding the beach in time to his heartbeat. 
 
    Ethan shrugged out of the shirt, letting it drop behind him. He reached for his wallet, grabbed a condom before tossing it to the side. Then he pushed the linen shorts down, his erection springing free. 
 
    Cindy's gaze dropped, another kind of hunger flashing in her eyes as she reached for him. Her hand closed over his hard length, soft and smooth as she stroked him. Ethan sucked in another breath, his hand closing over hers and guiding her strokes for a few minutes. Then he stretched out on top of her, bracing his weight on his elbows as he claimed another kiss. 
 
    "Now, Ethan. Please. I need to feel. I need to feel you inside me." 
 
    "I'm not ready." 
 
    Her hand closed over his hard length and she looked up, one eyebrow cocked in surprise. "You feel ready to me." 
 
    And oh God, he nearly laughed. May have even chuckled as he shook his head. "There are too many things I want to do to you yet." 
 
    "Later. Please. I just want—" 
 
    "You're not ready." 
 
    Cindy looked at him again, her expression an endearing mixture of amusement, impatience, and need. She wiggled beneath him, guided his hand down her body, between her legs. 
 
    Hot. Wet.  
 
    She moaned, pressing herself against his hand. Nails dug into his shoulders as she spread her legs wider. "Please, Ethan. Now." 
 
    He grabbed the condom, ripped the package open and sheathed himself as she rocked against his leg. Then he stretched out over her once more, slid the lacy fabric covering her to the side, and guided the tip of his cock to her wet entrance. 
 
    Slowly, so slowly, he eased into her. Tight wet heat sheathed him, pulling him in, pulsing around him. He eased back out, even more slowly, then drove into her with a harsh groan. Her legs locked around his waist, her hands digging into the hard muscles of his ass. Her head fell back on a low moan as he pumped into her. Harder, faster, her hips meeting each thrust. 
 
    He wanted to slow down, tried to slow down, but she wouldn't let him. Over and over, he drove into her. Hard. Fast. Faster still until her body stiffened on a low cry, his name falling from her lips on a harsh whisper.  
 
    And still she wouldn't let him stop, her hips bucking against his, her cries demanding more until he held himself still over her writhing body, his orgasm exploding from somewhere deep inside him. 
 
    He cried out, nothing more than a guttural moan of release, then collapsed on top of her. 
 
    And wondered if he had just made the biggest mistake of his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Ethan pulled the oar from the water and let it rest across his knee. The small kayak sliced through the clear blue water for a few feet then drifted to a slow stop and gently bobbed on the surface. The sun was already warm even though it was still early, the heat not as bad as it could be because of the gentle breeze. 
 
    Ethan didn't care about the sun or the heat or the beautiful expanse of water surrounding them. All he cared about was the woman sitting in front of him, her back slightly stiff as her hands curled around the sides of the kayak. The breeze played with her blonde hair, lifting the ends of it around her neck and shoulders. She raised a hand, reached up and pushed a few strands behind her ear, made a small sound of frustration when the hair fell back around her face. 
 
    Ethan kept waiting for the dream to end. This had to be a dream, right? He still couldn't believe Cindy was here with him. And that she was actually with him, that last night had actually happened. But she was, and it did. More than once.  
 
    He'd thought a lot about what it would be like to make love to her in the time they'd known each other. Not once had he ever imagined it would ever happen. Fantasized, yes, but that was it. They were friends, nothing more. And he'd been content with that, had hoped spending the last two months at home, away from her, would give him time to forget about the pull she had on him—a pull she didn't even know she had. 
 
    Yeah, right. Who was he kidding? Content? Not even. It had been seven months of frustration and agony, being close to her without ever getting close to her. And then last night had happened. Content? No, content had been waking up next to her in his bed this morning, her body warm and relaxed against his. Content was being with her now, doing nothing but sitting in the rented kayak in the middle of the crystal waters of the Caribbean. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him and smiled, the action almost tentative and shy. He couldn't see her eyes behind the large sunglasses she wore and suddenly wished he could. What was she thinking? Feeling? Not regret. At least, he hoped to hell not. She wouldn't be here with him now if she was regretting last night, right? 
 
    "I think I could get used to this." 
 
    Ethan's heart thudded in his chest, excitement running through him at the words. Then she kept talking and he had to swallow back the excitement, had to remind himself not to read into things. 
 
    "It's so beautiful here. Peaceful, you know? Like the rest of the world doesn't exist."  
 
    She was talking about the island. Of course she was. Ethan tried to grin as he looked off to the side, hoping she didn't sense his disappointment. "It is nice. I understand what they mean about island time now." 
 
    "Yeah. Too bad I'm leaving tomorrow." 
 
    "Tomorrow?" Ethan turned back around, not bothering to hide his surprise. "Why tomorrow?" 
 
    "Because that's when I made my flight for." 
 
    "You should change it. Stay the rest of the week. We can play tourist." 
 
    "I wish I could but that would probably cost a fortune." 
 
    "I'll pay for it." And shit. As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew they were a mistake. Cindy's back stiffened and she shook her head. She turned away but not before he noticed the way her mouth tightened. Disappointment? Anger? Something else? 
 
    He dipped the oar into the water, pulled back with one long stroke and moved them forward. "I didn't mean it however you're taking it. I just meant—" His voice drifted off, his mind searching for the right words. "You can pay me back, if that makes you feel any better. That's what friends do, right?" 
 
    She tilted her head, not quite looking at him. "Friends?" 
 
    And shit. Was that the wrong thing to say? If it was, he didn't care. They were still friends. Hopefully more than friends, but still friends. "Yeah. Friends." 
 
    "Hm. We'll see." 
 
    Should he drop it? Probably. But he wanted her to stay, wanted to spend the rest of the week with her. "Do you have a passport?"  
 
    "Yeah. I wasn't sure if I'd need it or not. Why?" 
 
    "Well, if you stay, we can take a boat ride over to Jost Van Dyke tomorrow." 
 
    "Why would I need a passport for that?" 
 
    "Because it's part of the British Virgin Islands." 
 
    "Oh." She shifted on the small seat, rocking the kayak a little. "What's over there?" 
 
    "Some bar everyone was talking about. The Soggy Dollar Bar." 
 
    "The Soggy Dollar?" 
 
    Ethan grinned. "Yeah. Apparently you have to swim to shore to reach it." 
 
    "You're making that up!" 
 
    "No, I'm not. That's why they call it the Soggy Dollar: because everyone's money is wet when they get there." 
 
    Cindy laughed, the sound as clear as the sky around them. She relaxed against the seat, some of the tension leaving her, easing the strain he had noticed earlier around her mouth. She leaned forward and grabbed two bottles of water from the small cooler sitting between them. She tossed one to him then uncapped her own and took a long swallow. A frown creased her face as she looked around them. 
 
    "Do you think it would be expensive?" 
 
    "The bar? I doubt it." 
 
    "Not the bar. Changing my flight." 
 
    "It doesn't matter—" 
 
    "Yes, it does. Not everyone is loaded like you." 
 
    "Stop being stubborn and let me cover it. Like I said, you can pay me back." 
 
    Cindy shifted on the small seat once more, studying him. He wondered what she was thinking and wished he could see her eyes. It wasn't like he could ask her to take the sunglasses off, no matter how much he wanted her to. 
 
    She finally sighed and turned away. "It doesn't matter. Even if I could change the flight, I don't have a place to stay because I'm supposed to check out tomorrow." 
 
    He snorted. The sound left him before he could stop it. Coming from anyone else, he'd take the words as a thinly-veiled attempt at getting an invitation issued. But this wasn't anyone else, it was Cindy. And if she wanted an invitation, she'd come right out and ask. 
 
    He ignored the brief surge of disappointment that she hadn't. And he ignored the doubt that maybe she didn't want to stay with him. Ridiculous. Even if last night hadn't happened, she should still know she was always welcome to stay with him. 
 
    He dipped the oar in the water then flicked his wrist, sending a small spray through the air in her direction. She gasped, her shoulder hunching around her ears as the water sprayed across her head and back.  
 
    She ran a hand through her hair then turned in the seat, her mouth hanging open. "What was that for?" 
 
    "For being stupid. You know you can stay with me. Even if last night hadn't—" He bit back the words, heat filling his face. Would she notice? Maybe she'd think it was nothing more than sunburn. "You've crashed at my place before. Not a big deal." 
 
    Her mouth snapped closed as another frown crossed her flushed face. This one was more thoughtful and again, Ethan wished he could see her eyes, wished he knew what she was thinking. 
 
    "Yeah. About that." 
 
    And shit. Why the hell had he said anything? He should have never brought up last night, should have just let it go. Or he should have waited until he had a better idea of what she thought. There hadn't been any awkward morning-after vibes but that didn't mean she wanted a repeat. Maybe she hadn't meant for it to happen in the first place, maybe she wanted to pretend it didn't happen. 
 
    If he were smart, he'd change the subject. Fast. Find something else to talk about, find something to distract her. But his mind was annoyingly blank, his brain moving too slow to fill the silence before she spoke again. 
 
    "Maybe I don't want to just crash." 
 
    And whoa, okay. Maybe it was a good thing his brain had been sluggish. Unless he was reading into things. Was he?  
 
    Ethan pushed the sunglasses on top of his head, letting her get a clear look at his eyes—and at the intent in them. "Maybe I don't want you to just crash, either."  
 
    His words hung between them, heavy with meaning. Was it the wrong thing to say? Maybe he'd read too much into her words wrong and just shot himself in the foot. What if he just screwed everything up? 
 
    He waited, barely daring to breathe, watching her face for a sign of…something. The seconds dragged between them, slow and heavy. Disappointment filled him when Cindy finally took a deep breath and looked away. Shit, he'd screwed things up. Now he had to find a way to fix it. 
 
    But Cindy turned back and pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. The green of her eyes seemed deeper, maybe even a little brighter as she watched him. Then she smiled, a bright smile that sent warmth rushing through him. 
 
    "Then that's a good thing." Her smile faltered for just a second, confusion filling her face. "Isn't it?" 
 
    "I think it is, yeah." 
 
    "Okay." She nodded, almost like she was trying to convince herself. "Good. But I'm paying you back." 
 
    "You don't have to—" 
 
    "How deep do you think it is here?" 
 
    The sudden change startled him and he looked around, wondering if maybe he had missed something. He glanced into the water then shrugged. "I have no idea. We're not too far from shore and you can still see the bottom. Maybe ten or fifteen feet? I think. Why?" 
 
    "Just wondering." She smiled again, this time with a hint of mischief that made him sit up straighter. "You can swim, right?" 
 
    "Of course I can swim—"  
 
    He never got a chance to finish because Cindy suddenly laughed and stood up, rocking the small kayak back and forth. Ethan grabbed the side, ready to ask her what she was doing. He didn't need to ask, not when it was obvious.  
 
    "Last one in buys drinks tonight." Cindy threw the dare at him just before sticking her tongue out and diving over the side. Except the kayak wasn't designed as a diving board. The right side dipped close to the water as Cindy jumped. Ethan's balance was thrown off and he leaned into the dip instead of away from it.  
 
    The kayak dipped further to the side, suspended for one long second. Ethan heard Cindy laugh, had enough time to glance at her and open his mouth to say something. Then the kayak continued its roll and dumped him into the water, Cindy's laughter following him as he went under. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four  
 
    "It's not fair." 
 
    Ethan pushed up on his elbows and looked at her over his shoulder. "What's not fair?" 
 
    Shivers danced across her skin at the sight of his crooked smile. Oh, who was she kidding? The shivers had nothing to do with the adorable grin and everything to do with the expanse of warm hard flesh beneath her palms.  
 
    She squeezed more sunscreen into her hands and went back to rubbing it over his back. "How tanned you got already. I mean, look at me! I'm still all pink. And peeling. It's not fair." 
 
    "Would it help if I said you looked cute that way?" 
 
    Cindy reached behind her and swatted his thigh with one hand. "No, because I know better. Peeling isn't cute. And neither is being pink. Or burnt." 
 
    Ethan shifted beneath her, rolling to his back so she was now straddling his lap instead of his nice firm ass. His hands closed over her thighs, holding her in place as he gently lifted his hips against hers. The hard length of his erection pressed into her. More shivers danced across her skin, followed by a sweeping wave of desire that made her eyes drift shut. 
 
    "Now do you believe me?" Ethan's voice was thick with desire, soft and low in the humid air surrounding them. Cindy swallowed back a groan, told herself she absolutely could not peel his swimming trunks down and ride him. Not now, not here, on the beach in the middle of the day. 
 
    She forced her eyes open and bit down on her lower lip as she looked around. The beach wasn't crowded but they definitely weren't alone. For a brief second, she considered moving to the large cabana lounge they had been in a few nights ago—their first night together. Maybe with the side panels closed… 
 
    Oh God, what was with her? She'd never been that brazen before. Never. But she'd also never felt so alive before. These past few days with Ethan had completely erased the odd detachment that had been plaguing her the last few months. The darkness didn't hover by her side, ready to swallow her. The grayness didn't follow her wherever she went. Not anymore. She was feeling again, all thanks to these last few days.  
 
    The sun. The water. The fresh air. The islands themselves. But most of all because of Ethan.  
 
    His hands tightened around her thighs as he lifted his hips against her once more. Did he know what she was thinking? Cindy looked down at him, her heart speeding up at the desire so clear in his eyes.  
 
    "We could always go back to the room." The invitation was issued in a husky whisper, low enough so only she could hear. And even though it was phrased as a suggestion, she didn't miss the question in it. Like he wasn't quite certain of her answer, like he couldn't quite believe what was happening between them. 
 
    Neither could she. With Ethan, of all people. She leaned down, ready to tell him yes, ready to tell him she didn't want to be anywhere else. But the sounds of laughter and teasing broke out a few feet away and she looked up, swallowing back a groan of dismay when she saw several of Ethan's teammates making their way toward them across the beach. 
 
    She scrambled from his lap and dropped into her own lounge chair with a whimper of dismay. Ethan glanced at her then looked to his left. He muttered a string of oaths and quickly rolled to his stomach with a muffled groan. 
 
    "Aren't you two tired of the beach already?" 
 
    "Yeah. All this lazing around is starting to make me antsy." 
 
    Cindy pulled the sunglasses over her eyes and reached for her book, ready to open it in case she needed the distraction. But her gaze wasn't on the book, it was on Ethan's teammates.  
 
    Brad Goodrich, one of the Banners' goalies. Corbin Gauthier, the team's other goalie. And John Murdoch, one of the defensemen.  
 
    She didn't really know them, at least not well. She'd joined them on some of the excursions this week. They all seemed nice enough. At least, they were friendly to her, not questioning why she was suddenly accompanying them. But she didn't miss their questioning glances and she knew they were trying to figure out exactly what was going on between Ethan and her. They knew they were friends. Did they know they were more than friends?  
 
    The first chilled finger of reality crept along her spine, leaving a trail of numbness in its wake. No. No, not now. She was only imagining it. She wouldn't allow the numbness to return. Not now, not after this week, not after finally coming back to life. 
 
    Maybe it wasn't the numbness. Maybe it was just the uncertainty the question posed. Were they more than friends? She glanced at Ethan, felt her heart trip in her chest as another wave of numbness attacked her.  
 
    Cindy didn't know the answer to that question. Friends, yes. Definitely. Friends with benefits even. Especially after this week. But what about when they returned home? What would happen then? Ethan didn't live in Maryland, not in the off-season. He'd be going back home to Minnesota until it was time to return for training camp. When was that? Not for another month, she thought. What would happen then? They'd talk on the phone, just like always. She was sure of that much. But what then? And what about when he came back to Baltimore when the season started? Would they pick up where this week ended, or go back to the way they were? 
 
    And oh God, what was she doing? She was getting ahead of herself. So far ahead. Thinking of things that she had no business thinking. And all because she could feel the numbness trying to creep in on her, saw the darkness at her side and knew it was trying to surround her. Cloak her in its icy detachment. Dammit, she didn't need that. She didn't want it. Not now. Not here. Not yet. 
 
    Not ever. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath of humid air, trying to calm herself, trying to stop the sudden panic clawing at her skin. She glanced over, saw Ethan watching her.  
 
    Not just Ethan. His teammates as well. 
 
    "Are you okay?" 
 
    "What?" She pulled her gaze away from his teammates and looked at Ethan, noticed the concern in his eyes as he leaned toward her. His placed his hand on her arm, his touch warm and comforting against her skin. The icy numbness and panic receded, leaving her shaken and confused. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm fine." 
 
    Ethan tightened his hand around her arm, squeezing gently. "Are you sure? You got real pale there for a second." 
 
    She forced a smile and nodded. "Yeah. I just got a chill, that's all." 
 
    "You're not getting sick, are you?" 
 
    "No, I'm fine. Probably just too much sun." 
 
    Ethan didn't look like he believed her so she forced another smile to her face, hoping this one looked more convincing. He was ready to say something, ready to question her or probably call her out for lying, but one of his teammates spoke first. 
 
    "All the more reason for you guys to stop lazing in the sun and join us." 
 
    Cindy moved her gaze from Ethan to John, wondering what she had missed. They had obviously been talking about going somewhere. Had she been that distracted, that out of it, that she had completely missed their entire conversation? Yes, she had.  
 
    She smiled, this one feeling a little less forced, and turned back to Ethan. "Why don't you go? I'll just go back to the room and take a nap." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Come on, Kincaid. It's our last day on the island. Time to kick it up a notch." Brad looked at her then cleared his throat, a small blush fanning his tanned cheeks. "Um, rated PG, of course. And suited for mixed company." 
 
    "You guys go ahead. We're staying here." 
 
    "Ethan—" 
 
    He turned and looked at her, his blue eyes blazing with steely determination. "We're staying here." 
 
    "You sure?" The question came from Corbin, the words softly accented. Cindy got the impression he was asking more from politeness, as if he already knew the answer. Ethan turned and nodded. 
 
    "Yeah, positive. You guys go, we'll catch up for dinner." Ethan waited for them to leave then turned back to her, his brows pulled low over his eyes. He watched her for a long minute, his gaze focused and intense, refusing to let her look away. She recognized that expression, had seen it dozens of times when he was on the ice, playing. It was more than a little disconcerting to have it focused on her. 
 
    "You should have gone—" 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Don't play games, Cindy. I know you too well. What just happened?" He leaned closer, cupped her cheek with his hand. "You looked—I don't know, terrified or something. What was that all about?" 
 
    She tried to meet his gaze, to not look away, but she couldn't. Maybe he wouldn't be able to tell since she was wearing sunglasses. "You're imagining things." 
 
    "Am I?" 
 
    The question hung between them. Cindy shifted, pulled her lower lip between her teeth and wondered if she should tell him. But tell him what? She didn't know what was going on with her. How could she explain it to him when she didn't understand it herself? 
 
    She released a long sigh and shifted on the lounge. "Yes, you are. I told you, it's probably just too much sun." 
 
    He watched her for a few long seconds, his expression oddly unreadable. Then he quickly stood, pulling her up with him. He kept his hand wrapped around her arm as he bent down to grab the beach tote, then slung it over his shoulder. The bright pink-and-white striped canvas bag should have made him look silly but it didn't. Instead, it made him look even sexier, accenting the width of his shoulders and the broad expanse of his sculpted chest. Another shiver went through her, one that had nothing to do with icy numbness or panic. 
 
    If he noticed, he didn't say anything. He slid his hand down her arm and grabbed her hand, threading their fingers together as they walked the short distance back to his small cottage. Cold air swept over them as they walked through the sliding doors, making her skin pebble. Ethan muttered under his breath and dropped her hand, moving across the room to adjust the thermostat. He gave her a sheepish grin then dropped the beach tote on the sofa.  
 
    "Sorry. I didn't realize I had it set so low." 
 
    Cindy smiled, tempted to tell him it wasn't any colder than what he usually set it at. But she didn't get the chance because he was standing in front of her again, his arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her close. She pushed up on her toes, ready for the kiss she was so certain was coming.  
 
    Ethan didn't kiss her. His gaze focused on hers, too intent. Studying, watching. "Tell me what's going on." 
 
    Cindy stiffened and tried to pull away, then immediately regretted the action. It was the wrong thing to do if she wanted him to believe that everything was fine. It was the wrong thing to do if she wanted to avoid having this conversation. 
 
    "Nothing's going on." 
 
    He watched her for a few quiet seconds then released her from his hold. He grabbed her hand and tugged, leading her to the sofa. His grip was gentle but strong. Warm and comforting. Ethan shifted, turning so they were facing each other, then stretched his arm along the back of the sofa. 
 
    "You know I know when you're lying, right? I haven't brought it up all week but now it's time to come clean. What's going on?" 
 
    "Ethan, honest. It's nothing—" 
 
    "Why aren't you going back to school? And what did you mean when you said you wanted to feel? That isn't 'nothing'. Talk to me." 
 
    How could he remember that? True, it had only been several days, but so much else had happened in that time. And she had said the words in passing, only once, the night of the wedding. Why was he bringing it up now? It didn't matter. It shouldn't matter. Not to him. So why was he asking? 
 
    She dropped her gaze to their clasped hands. Hers, small and a little pale. His, so large and strong, the flesh firm and tanned. She had teased him once, right after they first met, telling him he had farmer's hands. And he laughed and said she was right, that he had grown up on a farm and was used to hard work. Looking at them now, she knew they were so much more. Yes, his hands were strong, calloused. Used to physical labor. But she had seen how skillfully they held a stick on the ice, how they could make the stick work magic when he handled a puck. And she had felt how gentle they could be against her body, how they wielded a different kind of magic when they touched her. 
 
    He squeezed her hand, drawing her gaze up to his. "Talk to me, Cindy. What's going on? Why aren't you going back to school?" 
 
    "I just—" She stopped, looked away, chewed on her lower lip. Then she took a deep breath, searching for courage. "I changed my mind. I don't want to study psychology anymore. I don't want to spend my life listening to other people's problems, solving other people's problems." 
 
    Not when she couldn't solve her own. 
 
    But she didn't say that out loud, not when it would only make Ethan ask more questions. Questions she didn't want to answer. Questions she didn't have answers to. 
 
    He was quiet for a long minute. She could feel the weight of his gaze on her, knew that if she looked up, she would find those smoky blue eyes focused on her. Watching, searching. Studying. Seeing too much. 
 
    She didn't want that. Not now. This was their last day here on the island. Their last day before reality reared its ugly head and thrust her back into…whatever was waiting for her. She wanted one last day to feel. One last night to spend with him. 
 
    Cindy stopped thinking, stopped worrying. All she wanted was to feel. To lose herself in Ethan's touch, to lose herself in the weight of his body against hers. She shifted on the sofa, forced a smile to her face as she moved to straddle him. 
 
    His eyes widened, desire flaring in their depths as she tilted her hips against his. She wrapped her hands around his neck and smiled again, this one real, when his hands closed around her hips and held her in place against the hard length of his erection.  
 
    She pressed her mouth against his, the kiss short and teasing. "How about we pick this conversation up later?" 
 
    "Cindy—" 
 
    She stopped him with another kiss, this one longer. Deeper. He groaned against her mouth and swept his tongue between her parted lips. A thousand shivers of delight raked across her skin, pushing all thoughts and worries from her mind. This was what she wanted. What she needed. Ethan's touch. Ethan's kiss. 
 
    Ethan. All of him. 
 
    She melted against him, surrendering control. 
 
    Surrendering her body to nothing but sensation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    "You didn't have to join me, you know. I'm a big girl. I can get on the plane by myself." Cindy smiled but Ethan didn't miss the way her gaze slid to the side, or the way her teeth nibbled her lower lip. She was acting nervous, her hands twisting in her lap, her foot occasionally tapping the old tile floor of the airport lounge.  
 
    Maybe 'lounge' was too generous a word. The gate area was one large room on the other side of the security checkpoint, filled with hard black chairs that creaked under their weight. The mingled scents of a dozen different perfumes floated from the duty-free store off to his right, combining with the greasy odors of cheap Asian food coming from the cafeteria-style restaurant behind them. The air surrounding them was still and humid in spite of the air conditioning, made worse by the growing crowds waiting for their flights. 
 
    Ethan glanced at his watch then let his gaze slide to the large wall of windows looking out on the tarmac. Not for the first time, he mentally kicked himself for not thinking ahead when they changed Cindy's flight earlier in the week. Why hadn't he made sure to book her on the same flight to Miami?  
 
    Because he hadn't been thinking. Because he hadn't realized he'd be desperate for even just a few more hours with her. Which was crazy. It wasn't like they weren't going to see each other again. They were. Maybe not tonight: she was flying back to Maryland and he was heading back home to Minnesota. But he'd definitely be calling her. And he was already making plans to get back to Baltimore a few weeks before originally scheduled. It would only be a month at the most before they saw each other again. 
 
    Maybe not even that long. 
 
    So why couldn't he shake this odd feeling that this would be the last time he'd see her? 
 
    He shook it off and reached down for her hand, frowning when he noticed how cold her skin was. "Are you sure you're not getting sick?" 
 
    Cindy shifted, not quite looking at him, her smile a little strained. "Positive." 
 
    "You're sure? Because your hand is like ice." He covered it with his second one and squeezed, like that would somehow make her warmer. She smiled again, just a quick upturn of her lips, and nodded. 
 
    "I'm sure. Honest." But even her voice was strained, letting him know that something else was going on. He watched her, wishing he could read her mind, wishing she would tell him what was wrong.  
 
    Wishing he had said something earlier, when they had time to talk. But he'd been distracted, his mind and body more concerned with other things besides talking. And now it was too late because her flight would be boarding in the next thirty minutes. 
 
    He glanced at his watch again and frowned. Make that fifteen. How had so much time passed already? 
 
    "I should have paid more attention when we rebooked your flight, made sure we at least flew to Miami together. Or I should have changed mine—" 
 
    "Ethan, you're being silly. There was no need to. Just like you didn't need to come with me now, not when your flight isn't for another four hours." 
 
    "Maybe I just wanted to spend more time with you." The words came out softer than he had intended, his voice a little too husky. Cindy looked over at him, something flashing in her eyes. Whatever it was passed quickly, chased away by shadows he didn't understand. Then she blinked and her gorgeous green eyes were clear again. The corner of her mouth tilted up in a teasing grin—a real one, so different from the strained smiles she had been giving him since they left the resort this morning. 
 
    "I'd call you sweet but I wouldn't want to ruin your reputation." 
 
    "As long as you don't slip around the guys, you can call me whatever you want." He grinned then leaned forward and pressed his mouth against her. The kiss was soft, sweet. And over much too soon. He pulled back with a soft moan, his hand tightening around hers again. 
 
    And again he couldn't shake the feeling that this was a permanent goodbye. It didn't make sense. Hell, nothing that had happened between them this week made sense. Friends. They had been nothing more than friends. Maybe he'd hoped they could be more. Hoped? Hell, he could be honest with himself: he'd more than hoped. He'd fantasized. But he'd never expected more than friendship with Cindy. 
 
    Maybe that was the problem, the reason for this uneasy feeling. It was too new, whatever this was between them. And he'd only had five quick days to enjoy it. Five days was nothing compared to what he wanted. Five days, over already, gone too fast. And now he had to wait a month before he could see her again.  
 
    That had to be the reason for this unsettled feeling. Nothing else made sense. And he didn't want to wait another month. Maybe he didn't have to. There was nothing stopping him from changing his plans again, nothing stopping him from heading back to Baltimore even earlier. All he had to do was change a few things on his schedule at home, not a big deal— 
 
    The announcement for Cindy's flight came through the speakers, garbled and almost too loud. Ethan jerked in the seat, silently groaning. Already? No, it couldn't be. He needed more time— 
 
    Except time was up. Cindy pulled her hand from his and leaned over, grabbing her stuffed tote from the floor then standing. He stood as well, trying to ignore the harsh thudding of his heart beating in his chest. He glanced over his shoulder, saw people lining up in front of the door leading out to the tarmac, then looked back at Cindy. She had already pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes, hiding her gaze. Her head was turned slightly to the side. Was she looking at the people lining up? Or was she still looking at him? 
 
    "I guess I should probably go join the crowd, huh?" 
 
    "Yeah, I guess." Neither one of them moved, not at first. Then they both seemed to move at the same time, their arms wrapped around each other. "I'll call you tonight when I get in. Okay?" 
 
    Cindy nodded but didn't say anything. Did she feel it, too, this odd unsettled feeling? He thought it had just been him but maybe he'd been wrong. He should have asked, should have talked to her about it earlier. Should have talked to her about a lot of things earlier. Five days. He had thought there'd be time. Had thought it wasn't important. But it was. And now it was too late. 
 
    She started to step out of his hold but Ethan shook his head and tightened his arms. "Not yet." 
 
    Cindy looked up at him, her face oddly blank. Then he bent down and captured her mouth with his, the kiss long and deep. Possessing. Claiming. Reassuring. She sighed when he pulled away, the whisper-soft sound tugging at something inside him. 
 
    "I'll call you tonight." He repeated the reassurance, waiting for her to nod. Then he dropped his arms and stepped back, finally allowing her to move away. He turned around, following each of her steps as she walked to the gate. She paused once, looked back at him and lifted her hand in a small wave, then moved through the door and out onto the tarmac.  
 
    Ethan stayed where he was, watching her through the window as she moved across the tarmac with the crowd. Watching as she climbed the metal steps to the plane. Watching as she disappeared through the door. Not once did she look back. 
 
    Ethan ignored the flare of disappointment shooting through him. Why would she look back? She probably thought he had left already. And it wasn't like she would have been able to see him even if she had looked back. 
 
    He stood there for several long minutes, waiting for the pounding in his chest to subside. Waiting for the feeling that this was the last time he'd see her to pass.  
 
    He was being ridiculous. He'd be talking to her tonight, would see her soon enough.  
 
    He turned and headed for the restaurant, hoping they served some of the island's famous rum. Hoping that a few drinks would help him push the odd emotions away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Early September 
 
    Baltimore, Maryland 
 
    Cindy's gaze was fixed on the television, seeing without seeing. A small voice whispered somewhere in the back of her mind, telling her she needed to move. To get up. Take a shower. Eat.  
 
    Do something. 
 
    She curled her knees tighter against her chest and ignored the voice. There was nothing for her to do, nowhere for her to go.  
 
    No energy or even the will to move. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tilted her head back against the sofa, waiting for the grayness to turn to black. Tired. She was so tired. And drained. She shouldn't be. She knew that because some small voice filled with reason still existed, far back in the deepest recesses of her mind. Every once in a while, the voice would try to speak up, try to make her remember how things used to be. But the voice grew fainter each day, making it easier to ignore. 
 
    Making it easier to forget. 
 
    Distant voices danced on the still air of the basement. Not her voices. No, these voices were real. Softly spoken, the words too quiet to understand, too distant to make out. Cindy shook her head, trying to make them stop.  
 
    For a minute, they did.  
 
    Then she heard footsteps on the stairs. Slow, hesitant. They stopped and Cindy held her breath, waiting. Would they go away? Please, let them go away. She didn't want to see anyone, didn't want to talk to anyone. 
 
    This was where she needed to be, down here in the basement of her parents' house, her own little hideaway. Away from the world, away from life. Away from the things she used to know. Footsteps meant someone was intruding, that someone from out there was coming to see her. To talk to her. 
 
    She didn't want to see anyone, didn't want to talk to anyone. Didn't want to deal with the questions. She didn't want to deal, period. It took too much energy to act normal, energy she no longer had. 
 
    And she didn't care. She hadn't cared for a long time now. 
 
    The steps continued—not going up, but coming down. Coming into her sanctuary. Was it her mother, maybe bringing food? No, the footsteps didn't sound right, they were too forceful, filled with purpose.  
 
    Not her father. She hadn't seen him in…she wasn't sure. When? No, she couldn't remember. Didn't want to remember. There was something there, something at the edge of the grayness that stung, sharp and painful. She shook her head and pushed it away. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered, as long as she could stay down here, tucked away out of sight. 
 
    Cindy didn't know who it was, didn't want to open her eyes to find out. But she could feel someone staring at her. Feel? If she could, she would laugh. The word was all wrong. No, she didn't feel anything. Not anymore. But she could sense it, maybe with that tiny piece of her before-self that was locked tightly away deep inside the mess she had become.  
 
    She forced her eyes open, stared at the intruder for a long minute. Long brown hair, pulled back in a careless ponytail. Brown eyes watching her from behind dark-framed glasses.  
 
    Maggie Andersen. Her best friend.  
 
    No, wait. That wasn't right. Not Andersen, not anymore. It was…Cindy frowned, trying to remember.  
 
    Frayser. That was Maggie's last name now. Because her best friend was married now. 
 
    Again, she had the insane urge to laugh. Her mind flinched, scurrying away from the word insane, even though she was very much afraid it was true. With concentrated effort, she uncurled her legs and swung them to the side, forced herself to sit up and look at Maggie. 
 
    But Maggie didn't say anything. Maybe she wasn't really there. Maybe Cindy was just imagining her. Had she finally lost her last bit of tenuous hold on reality? 
 
    She should feel something at the thought. Fear. Gratitude. Anything. But she didn't. Cindy looked away, let her eyes drift closed— 
 
    "Bullshit. You're not going to pull that when I'm here. Sit up. Open your eyes and look at me." 
 
    Cindy forced her eyes open, frowning. It looked like Maggie but it couldn't be—Maggie didn't cuss. And she didn't remember ever seeing Maggie look so…so fierce. And sad. No, she was just imagining things. 
 
    But the image-Maggie moved closer, her nose wrinkling in distaste as she arranged the collection of junk on the coffee table into a pile and pushed it to the side. Then she sat on the edge and leaned forward, grabbing one of Cindy's hands in her own. "You haven't been taking your medicine." 
 
    Cindy blinked, forcing herself to concentrate on the words the image-Maggie was saying. No, that wasn't right. Cindy didn't have hallucinations—at least, not yet. So this really was Maggie, not her imagination. 
 
    Cindy straightened, tried to pull her hand from Maggie's grip. She couldn't manage even that.  
 
    "How long?" 
 
    Cindy shook her head, not understanding the question. Maggie sighed, dropped her hand and rummaged through the pile on the table. Her hand closed over a clear brown bottle. She raised it to her face and shook it, frowning when she looked back at Cindy. 
 
    "How long since you've taken the medication?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Why haven't you taken it?" 
 
    "It makes me sick." 
 
    Maggie watched her through narrowed eyes, not saying anything. Minutes ticked by and Cindy leaned back against the sofa, ready to close her eyes and go to sleep. Maggie grabbed her hand again, squeezing until Cindy looked up at her. 
 
    "You need to get up. Get a shower. Get dressed." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Yeah, you do. Or I'll drag your ass to the doctor's office looking just like that." 
 
    "I'm not going." 
 
    "Bullshit. You're going even if I have to carry you." 
 
    Cindy frowned. There was something wrong with that, something she couldn't quite figure out. She repeated the words to herself, her lips moving silently as she forced her before-self to focus on the words. She repeated them again then looked back at Maggie, still frowning. "You don't cuss." 
 
    "I do when I'm upset. And scared." 
 
    "Why are you scared?" 
 
    "You're scaring me." 
 
    Cindy frowned again, not understanding the words. "Why?" 
 
    "Because this isn't you, Cindy. You need to go to the doctor again. A new one, one I found. You need to talk to her." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because you're getting worse and I don't want you to get worse. And the stupid doctor you were seeing thinks making you a zombie is the answer. It's not." 
 
    The words were nothing more than nonsense in Cindy's mind. She squeezed her eyes closed, lost track of what she was going to do and let herself fall back against the sofa. Sleep. She would just sleep— 
 
    "Cindy! Come on, stop it."  
 
    Something pulled at her, tugging. Her eyes fluttered open, drifted closed, opened again as she was pulled to her feet. "I don't want—" 
 
    "I know you don't but you don't have a choice." 
 
    Maggie led her across the room, down the short hall to the tiny bathroom. Cindy followed along even though she knew she should put up a fight. But she didn't have the energy—and she didn't care. 
 
    Maybe, if she did what Maggie wanted her to do, her friend would leave her alone. Then she could go back to the insulating gray and numbing darkness that had become her home. 
 
    "In the shower. I'll find clothes for you and straighten up down here while you clean up." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Maggie paused, watching her. What was the emotion Cindy saw in her eyes? Concern? Worry? But why? Why would Maggie be worried about her? 
 
    "Why? Because you need to clean up. Because you have an appointment with another doctor." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "So you can get better. Because that's what best friends do. And because I want my best friend back." 
 
    Cindy almost asked where her best friend went. Her mouth closed over the words before she asked them. Something—that tiny little voice of her before-self—told her that Maggie was talking about her. But that didn't make sense. Cindy hadn't gone anywhere, she was right here. Couldn't Maggie see her? 
 
    Yes, of course she saw her. She was standing there looking at her. Wasn't she?  
 
    Cindy blinked, wondering once more if maybe this was just her imagination again. Then Maggie steered her to the shower and leaned in to turn on the water. No, Cindy wasn't imagining that. And she didn't imagine the sadness in Maggie's eyes when she pulled her in for a quick hug. 
 
    "Get in the shower. Then we're going to get you better so I can get my best friend back." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven  
 
    Early-November 
 
    Baltimore, Maryland 
 
    The crowd surged to their feet, their shouts and screams echoing around the arena with a deafening roar. Awareness of the noise barely registered with Ethan. His mind was on a single goal: moving the puck down the ice. The sound of metal digging into ice floated up to his ears, musical and mesmerizing. Blood pumped through his veins with a steady thump-thump as a rivulet of sweat dripped from his temple. A player from Ottawa moved next to him, the motion nothing more than a blur in the corner of his eye. Ethan cut to the left then stopped and spun around, passing the puck to Derek Caulton with precision ease. Caulton caught it on his tape and moved along the boards, closing in on the net before shooting the puck to JP Larocque. 
 
    Ethan dodged the Ottawa player, pushing past him with practiced ease to get into position. JP passed the puck to him and Ethan shot it back to Derek. His teammate pulled back with his stick and sent the puck flying fast and low. Ottawa's goalie dove to the right, his glove hand outstretched, but it was too late. The light over the net flashed red, the sound of the horn nearly drowned out by the crowd.  
 
    Ethan clapped Derek on the leg with his stick as they skated back to the bench, congratulating him on the shot. But it was nothing more than a quick gesture, his smile short and brief. 
 
    That was the way he did everything now: short. Brief. Quick. Get in, focus, get the job done, get out. No emotion, not anymore. 
 
    Not for the last few months, not since coming back to Baltimore early. 
 
    He caught Dillon Frayser's gaze, saw the question in his friend's eyes. Ethan did nothing more than nod in his direction before reaching for the water bottle and shooting a long stream into his mouth. He moved his gaze to the ice, up to the giant screen to glance at the score. It was all over but the crying—at least on Ottawa's part. This late in the third, it would be almost impossible for them to rally back, not when the Banners had a five-point lead. 
 
    Almost impossible. Nothing was a given, not in this game. 
 
    Not in anything. Ethan knew that all too well. Had learned it the hard way. 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake and turned his focus back to the game. Watching, always watching. Looking for the weakness, searching for any opening to exploit. He found a new one and hit the ice for his next shift, eager to take advantage of it. 
 
    And he did, dodging around the defenseman and shooting the puck high. It hit the back of the net with a soft whoosh, adding to the Banners' lead. Three minutes later, Justin Tome tallied another one, ending the game in a decisive manner.  
 
    Ethan piled out onto the ice with the rest of the team, stopping to grab the puck before moving over to congratulate Corbin on his first shut-out. He slapped the kid on the back then handed him the puck, moving out of the way to make room for the others before heading back to the bench and making his way through the tunnel. 
 
    "Ethan, wait up, man!" 
 
    He heard Dillon calling him, paused before reaching the locker room, waiting. He schooled his face, letting the mask settle into place. Casual smile, relaxed posture, just the barest expression of interest in his eyes. 
 
    "Yeah, what's up?" 
 
    Dillon stopped next to him, curiosity and a dozen unasked questions flaring in his eyes. He studied him for a few quiet seconds then shook his head, an odd smile on his face.  
 
    "Nothing's up. I was just going to tell you good game." 
 
    "Yeah, sure. Thanks." Ethan headed up the hallway, his gait long and sure as he moved toward the locker room, Dillon right behind him. 
 
    "We're heading over to the Maypole to grab a few drinks. You joining us?" 
 
    Ethan tossed his stick to the side and pulled off his helmet. He shook his head then ran a hand through his damp hair before pulling the jersey over his head. "No, I'm good." 
 
    Dillon nudged him, getting his attention. "You ever going to tell me what's going on?" 
 
    "Nothing's going on." 
 
    "Yeah, something is. You haven't been yourself for the last few months, not since you came back early for training camp. What's going on?" 
 
    "Nothing. Just focusing on my game." 
 
    Dillon narrowed his eyes, his gaze focused on Ethan's face. A few seconds went by before he shook his head, his disbelief clear. "Any more focused and you'd be a fucking robot." 
 
    Commotion in the doorway spared Ethan from answering. He turned around, felt a real smile spread across his face for a brief second when he saw Alec Kolchak enter the room. He was dressed in jeans and a faded sweatshirt, his son, Tanner, riding on his shoulders. Guys piled around him, hitting him on the arm or clapping him on the back. Questions rang through the room, each one louder than before, begging for answers. 
 
    How was his knee? 
 
    Wasn't he done with therapy yet? 
 
    When was he coming back? 
 
    Ethan glanced over at Corbin, noticed the kid's strained smile. He could almost feel the tension rolling off the backup goalie as Alec moved deeper into the room.  
 
    Yeah, that had to suck for Corbin. He'd been pulled up from the Bombers last season when Alec went out with a knee injury—which meant he'd be going back down when Alec came back. Yeah, it definitely sucked. But he had to have known it would happen. Maybe Alec had been out longer than anyone had anticipated, but looking at him now, you'd never know it. 
 
    Or would you? 
 
    Ethan looked closer, his mind shutting out all the noise and questions, his gaze focused on Alec as he walked. Was it his imagination, or was the man still limping? No, it had to be his imagination, along with that sudden inclination to seek out the weaknesses and find the negative in every situation. 
 
    He gave himself a mental shake then lowered himself to the bench, leaning forward to unlace his skates as everyone around him kept talking at once. A loud voice boomed throughout the room, silencing everyone. 
 
    "Listen up!" Sonny LeBlanc, their head coach, pushed his way into the room, a tube of tightly-rolled papers held in his hand. His steely eyes roamed the room, resting on each player with an intensity that could bring a strong man to his knees. But not tonight. Tonight, the expression in his eyes was congratulatory, silently telling everyone they'd done a good job.  
 
    His gaze landed on Corbin, resting on him for a few seconds longer than the others. Coach finally nodded then looked away, tapping the roll of papers against his open palm. He looked over at Alec, his lips compressing into a tight line for a brief second before he looked away. "Kolchak has an announcement."  
 
    Ethan straightened on the bench, one skate still attached to his foot. He didn't have to look around to know that his frown mirrored those of his teammates. He didn't move, his gaze focused on Alec as the man moved to the center of the room. He reached up, grabbed his son's hand and gently removed a fistful of hair from the chubby fingers. Then Alec looked around the room, an expression of unease crossing his face. Ethan was certain it had nothing to do with the fact that the toddler had grabbed another handful of hair. 
 
    "I'm retiring." 
 
    The words echoed around the silent room, bouncing off the rubber mats covering the floor and the tiles of the low ceiling. The silence stretched on for what seemed like minutes but in reality, was only seconds. Then the room erupted in loud voices. Shouts of denial mingled with questions filled with disbelief—and maybe even dismay. Alec held his hands up, waiting for the room to quiet. He cleared his throat, his eyes blinking several times before he continued. 
 
    "It's, uh, it's a surprise, I know." He tried to grin but there was no humor in it, no joy. "But I'm not where I need to be and probably won't be—" 
 
    "You just need some more time, that's all." 
 
    Alec's gaze moved to Ian Donovan's, silent communication passing between them. Ethan looked over, studying Ian. Had he known already? He must have—the pair had been friends for years. This wasn't something Alec had just learned, Ethan was certain of that. No, he'd probably known for a while, had probably told a few of the guys what was coming. 
 
    Ian, certainly. Probably Nikolai Petrovich as well. Who else? Ethan looked around, studying the faces of his teammates. The ones who had been around for a few years, like Ian and Nikolai and Randy Michaels. JP Larocque and Mat Herron. No, probably not Mat, not when the man couldn't keep a secret to save himself.  
 
    Alec kept talking, his voice thick with emotion as he assured everyone it was for the best. He couldn't play his best game with his knee, not any longer. It wasn't fair to the team, wasn't fair to them, if he couldn't bring his best to the ice each night. 
 
    Ethan listened to the words, not really hearing them. He was too busy watching everyone's reactions, guessing their thoughts from their facial expressions. Nobody was happy, that was a given. Even Corbin looked stunned. 
 
    "Stop looking so damn depressed, guys. Shit, you're making me feel worse." Alec cleared his throat, smiled again, this one less forced. "It's for the better. And just because I'm not going to be in the net anymore doesn't mean I'm not going to be around. I'm still part of the organization." 
 
    Sonny stepped forward, the scar running down his face turning from red to pink. He cleared his throat, tapped the roll of papers against his hand, and gave them a brief smile. "Kolchak here is going to be the Assistant Goaltending Coach for the Bombers. So yeah, we'll still be seeing him." 
 
    "Yeah, you can't get rid of me that easily. Besides, AJ refuses to let me completely retire. She said I'd drive her crazy." He smiled again, this one even wider. "Especially since she's pregnant again." 
 
    The room erupted once more, this time with congratulations and rowdy comments. Some of the players went over to Alec, clapping him on the back, bombarding him with questions. Ethan stayed where he was, his mind processing the news then pushing everything into neat little compartments. It was a skill he had picked up recently, one he was getting good at. 
 
    Ever since Cindy had disappeared from his life. Since that day in the airport on St. Thomas. 
 
    Things changed, whether you wanted them to or not. Tonight was a perfect example. Nothing stayed the same, things didn't work out the way you wanted. As far as Ethan was concerned, the only constant was the game.  
 
    That, at least, stayed the same. So that was what he focused on: the game. 
 
    He peeled off the rest of his gear then grabbed his shower kit. Yes, the game was the only thing that mattered, the only thing that deserved his attention. It was all about the game now. 
 
    Not about a pair of emerald green eyes that still haunted his nights. 
 
    Just the game. 
 
    Get in. Focus. Get the job done. Get out. No emotion, not anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight  
 
    Late November 
 
    Baltimore, Maryland 
 
    The night was kept at bay by the lights shining down from two street lamps. The poles were far enough away that pockets of shadows fell between them. Cindy stared at those pockets, wishing she could run into the darkness and hide. 
 
    She looked down at her hands, watched with a hazy detachment as they curled into fists and rested along her thighs. Her palms were damp, she could actually feel the cold clamminess coating them. And if she looked even closer, if she spread her hands out flat instead of fisting them, she was certain she'd see her fingers trembling.  
 
    This is a bad idea. 
 
    The thought raced through her mind for the hundredth time. It was a coherent thought, not muddied and confused like the ones she'd been having the last few months. Cindy knew she should take comfort in that much, at least. And she would—if she didn't know for a fact that this really was a bad idea. 
 
    "You ready?" 
 
    She glanced over at Maggie, tried to read her friend's thoughts through the shadows. But she couldn't, and not just because her face was mostly hidden in the surrounding darkness. Maggie kept her face carefully neutral now. At least, she tried to. Tried to hide the worry and concern and even those oh-so-brief spurts of impatience she felt. But Cindy was slowly, so slowly, getting better, and it was becoming easier for her to see what her friend was feeling. 
 
    Just like she was slowly starting to feel like herself again. Not sharp, clear feelings. No, whatever she felt was still a little muddied, the edges smooth and dulled. But she was feeling. And right now she felt…anxious. 
 
    Or was that nothing more than a byproduct of what was going on with her? She frowned, thinking, trying to detach and analyze.  
 
    Both, she decided. A byproduct…and natural anxiety. She took a deep breath, intent on nodding, then shook her head. "Maggie, this is a bad idea. I don't think I can do this." 
 
    Maggie was silent for a few long seconds, studying her. She shifted in the driver's seat and rested her arm against the steering wheel. "You don't think you can physically? Or you don't think you can because you're afraid?" 
 
    Cindy frowned, her mind sorting out the words, studying the differences. She sighed and shook her head again. "I think both." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    The tone of Maggie's voice—an odd combination of concern and impatience—almost made her smile. Almost. But she hadn't made it quite that far yet. She'd get there eventually.  
 
    At least, that's what the doctor told her. 
 
    "Cindy? Which one is it?"  
 
    "Afraid. Mostly. I think." 
 
    "Do you want me to take you home?" 
 
    She wanted to say yes. She wanted to jump on Maggie's offer. But she couldn't, not if she wanted to get over this and try to live some kind of normal life. Or as normal as could be expected now. She wasn't stuck in the gray darkness anymore, wasn't quite as lost in the nothingness as she was before. But it was a battle, a constant battle. And it would be so easy to just let go, to disappear back into the nothingness. 
 
    To stop living. 
 
    No! No, she didn't want to do that again, didn't want to go back there. But she didn't know if she wanted to go forward yet, either. At least, not here. 
 
    This wasn't her first outing. She had her weekly sessions, of course, and her doctor appointments. And she'd been to the store—early in the morning, with Maggie, when it wasn't quite so crowded. She'd even gone to get her hair done. Well, she had tried. That hadn't gone quite as well as she thought it would. But this was her first time out in a large crowd. The nerves and butterflies and…and anxiety were to be expected. 
 
    That's what her psychotherapist had told her. And Cindy knew enough to expect it. But knowing it and experiencing it were two different things. 
 
    "Cindy?" Maggie's voice was soft, understanding. Cindy looked over but her face was still cloaked in the shadows. "Do you want me to take you home?" 
 
    "No." Cindy shook her head, took one deep breath then another. "No, I can do this. I need to do this." 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    No, but she didn't have a choice, not if she wanted some semblance of a normal life. It was a party, a private party at a sports bar. Her stomach clenched and her lungs squeezed, making it hard to breathe. No, she couldn't think of it that way. Thinking of it that way made the anxiety worse. 
 
    Yes, it was a sports bar. But it was closed to the public tonight and since the party was a private one, it wouldn't be that crowded. One of Dillon's teammates was retiring or something. Maggie thought it would be a good opportunity for Cindy because it was more controlled. 
 
    None of that would matter if Cindy didn't move. She nodded one more time, silently reassuring Maggie—or maybe herself—then reached for the door handle and pushed it open. Cold air washed over her, oddly settling her.  
 
    She could do this. One step at a time. She could do it. 
 
    Maggie moved beside her, giving her a reassuring smile as they walked across the gravel lot. Stones crunched beneath their feet, the sound crisp and somehow alive. Or maybe Cindy was just hearing things with a new perspective now. Or maybe it was the new medication. If she were still on the old one, she wouldn't be feeling anything. What had Maggie called her? A zombie. 
 
    And she had been right. But part of Cindy wondered if maybe that wouldn't be better. Just turn into a zombie and stay holed up and wither away and… 
 
    She gave herself a mental shake. That wasn't her thinking, it was this…this thing going on with her. And God, she couldn't even say it. Not yet. Not even when it explained so much.  
 
    They reached the door, thick heavy oak with an ornately designed lead glass window. Cindy frowned as she studied it, thinking it didn't quite match her idea of what a door to a sports bar would look like. Then she shook her head again, knowing she couldn't trust her mind. 
 
    She didn't know if she'd ever be able to trust her mind again. 
 
    The thought filled her with a sudden sadness, sharp and painful. She must have made a sound because Maggie looked over at her, concern etched on her face. She placed a hand on Cindy's shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    Cindy tried not to jerk away from the touch as she nodded. "Yeah. Fine." She took another deep breath, held it to the count of five, and slowly released it. "I'm fine." 
 
    Maggie studied her for a few seconds then dropped her hand and reached for the door. Cindy watched as she pulled it open, waited for the panic and fear to wrap around her as music and laughter drifted out to the sidewalk.  
 
    Her shoulders hunched around her ears, her back stiffening as the first fingers of icy panic scraped along her spine. A heavy weight settled on her chest, making it hard to breathe. She closed her eyes, took several long deep breaths, forced her mind to focus on calming images like her therapist suggested. 
 
    Crystal blue water. 
 
    Fine white sand. 
 
    Smoky blue eyes fringed with dark thick lashes. 
 
    Cindy's heart slammed into her chest as another fear descended on her—one that had nothing to do with what was going on with her. Oh God, why hadn't she thought about that before? She should have asked Maggie if he'd be here. Of course he'd be here. She should have realized that before ever agreeing to come tonight. 
 
    Maybe it wasn't too late. Maybe she could ask Maggie to take her home. She didn't want to see Ethan, not like this.  
 
    No, that wasn't quite true. She wanted to see him, had wanted to see him ever since she got back from the trip this summer. But she didn't want him to see her. Not like this. What if he came up and talked to her? What if he wanted to know what had happened? What if he asked why she never called him back, all those times he'd left messages? She couldn't tell him, not when it made her look weak and pathetic. She didn't want to see sympathy or pity or something even worse in his eyes when he found out.  
 
    But it was too late because Maggie was already guiding her through the open door, into the dimly lit entranceway of the sports bar. Then she was pulling another door open and the music and laughter became even louder, filling her ears, her lungs, her mind. Cindy hesitated, closed her eyes and fought to control her breathing, fought to stay steady and not run out into the street. The scream building in her chest finally subsided, the buzzing in her ears receding. 
 
    She felt Maggie's stare on her, turned and gave her friend a small nod. Cindy wanted to smile but she couldn't, not quite yet. In a few minutes, maybe, once she adjusted to the noise and people. 
 
    It wasn't quite as loud or as crowded as she thought at first. No, that had been her mind, playing games again as it twisted the reality into something scary. She closed her eyes and pulled a deep breath into her lungs, filling them with the scents of savory food. Her stomach rumbled at the smells. She clapped a hand against her belly and looked down, the sound and sensation startling her as she realized she was hungry. 
 
    No, she wasn't just hungry. It was more than that: she wanted food. She actually wanted food.  
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    Cindy turned to Maggie, a small smile—a real smile—spreading across her face. "I'm hungry." 
 
    Maggie blinked and Cindy was certain her friend was going to ask her if she was okay again. The words and their implication must have registered with her, though, because suddenly Maggie was smiling, too. She wrapped an arm around Cindy's shoulder, pulling her in for a side hug, then stepped back and laughed. 
 
    "Then we need to get you a plate." Maggie glanced around the bar, frowning. "Where do you want to sit?" 
 
    Cindy followed her gaze and immediately knew what her friend was thinking. Several long tables filled with heaping trays of food lined the back wall. That's where the delicious smells were coming from. But there was a crowd gathered in front of them. Knots of people gathered in groups of two to five mingled in front of the food and around more tables. Some were occupied, some were simply covered with empty plates and glasses.  
 
    Cindy took a step forward then stopped as the weight on her chest reappeared. A wave of heat fell over her, causing sweat to break out on her forehead and on her palms. The heat was immediately replaced by a rush of icy panic. No, she couldn't step through the crowd, couldn't bear the thought of pushing through the knots of people. Not yet. 
 
    She glanced to her left, the weight on her chest easing as she studied the empty booths and tables on the other side of the large room—away from the crowd. She chewed on her lower lip then glanced over at Maggie with an apologetic look. "Is it okay if I sit over there?" 
 
    "Yes, of course. I was thinking the same thing." Maggie grabbed her elbow then quickly released it. Had she noticed the way Cindy stiffened at the touch? She must have but she didn't say anything as they moved across the room. She paused between a table with six chairs and an oversized booth placed against the outside wall, the silent question clear on her face. 
 
    Cindy moved toward the table then stopped and looked around her. She wouldn't be as noticeable if she sat at the booth. But if anyone joined them, she'd be blocked in. A surge of panic flared through her at the thought and she quickly pushed it away. Nobody would be joining them, especially if they couldn't see her. And it wasn't like she really knew anyone here. No, she'd be safe enough in the booth. 
 
    She slid onto the bench then glanced behind her and sighed in relief when she realized the back was effectively hiding her from anyone's view. Maggie tossed her bag onto the opposite bench. 
 
    "I'm going to go tell Dillon we're here and grab some food. What do you want?" 
 
    "I—" Cindy stopped, her mind suddenly blank. What did she want? When was the last time she'd even thought that way regarding food? She laughed, the sound rusty and a little brittle. "I'm not sure. Everything?" 
 
    Maggie gave her a small smile of understanding. "I'll pick something out. How about to drink?" 
 
    "Just water. Or maybe iced tea if they have it."  
 
    "Got it. Are you going to be okay over here by yourself?" 
 
    "I'll be fine." 
 
    "Are you sure? I can get Dillon to get the food and come back to wait with you if you want." 
 
    Cindy blinked back tears at the understanding in Maggie's voice. She understood. Maybe not everything, not the details, but she understood. And she didn't judge. Not like her mother seemed to judge her lately, watching her with suspicious glances all day, who suddenly didn't seem to know what to say to her or how to act around her. Cindy couldn't blame her, though. How could she, after what had happened with her father? 
 
    "I'll be fine," she repeated. Maggie offered her another smile then walked away, leaving Cindy alone in her isolated corner. 
 
    She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and tried to relax. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad. Maybe, after she ate, she might want to mingle. No, not mingle. It was too crowded for that. But maybe she could sit sideways on the bench and watch, pretend she was part of everything going on. 
 
    Sorrow fell over her, the weight of it heavy on her shoulders. Was this what she had to look forward to for the rest of her life? Watching from the sidelines, confined to the role of spectator? Feeling but not feeling because the feelings were all wrong? 
 
    Her doctor said no. She had reassured her, said things would get better with time. The medication would help, as would the therapy. Cindy was already getting better, or so her doctor said. She could wake up tomorrow as her old self. 
 
    But there'd been a hundred tomorrows and she still wasn't her old self. She might never be her old self again. Worse, the tomorrow she was waiting for might come, only to be ripped away a few months or even years later.  
 
    Cindy didn't know if she could handle that, not if it was anything like what happened when she came back from Maggie's wedding trip. Where would she be now if not for Maggie's interference? 
 
    Would she have become like her father? 
 
    She closed her eyes and pushed the thought away. She couldn't think like that. Those were dangerous thoughts. Self-defeating and harmful. So she took a deep breath, tried to force her mind inward as she focused on the exercises her therapist had given her. 
 
    Crystal blue water. 
 
    Fine white sand. 
 
    Smoky blue eyes— 
 
    No, don't think about that. Not now, not here. 
 
    Crystal blue water. 
 
    Fine white sand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine  
 
    Ethan sat the empty plate on the cluttered table then stepped back, nearly bumping into Dillon when he did. He muttered an apology and tried to step around him but Dillon caught his arm, stopping him. 
 
    "You ever going to tell me what's going on with you?" 
 
    "Nothing's going on. I keep telling you that." He tried to pull his arm away but Dillon's hold stayed in place. Ethan clenched his jaw, knew more questions were coming. Questions he didn't want to hear, didn't want to answer. He was saved from the questions—and from making an ass out of himself by yanking his arm away—when Ian stopped next to them, a frown on his face. 
 
    "Tell me not to kick his ass." 
 
    "What?" The question came out in stereo, asked by Ethan and Dillon at the same time. Ian glanced at both of them then frowned. He raised a glass to his lips and took a long swallow, his brows lowering even more as he glared at something across the room.  
 
    Ethan followed his gaze, not sure what he was looking at. Ian's wife, Kayli, was off to their right, talking with some of the wives and girlfriends. That wasn't where Ian was looking, though. His gaze seemed to be focused on a couple in the corner.  
 
    Ethan recognized Corbin, but had no idea who the girl was that he was talking to. She looked young, maybe twenty, with dark blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail that accented her high cheekbones. Corbin leaned closer and said something to her, making her laugh. And Ethan could have sworn Ian just growled. He turned toward him, caught Dillon's eye instead and realized he hadn't imagined things: Ian really had growled. 
 
    But why? 
 
    "Okay, I give up. Why do you look like you want to tear Corbin's head off?" 
 
    Dillon nodded in agreement. "Yeah, seriously. Why do you care who he's talking to?" 
 
    Ian lowered the glass then pinned them both with a narrowed gaze. Ethan took a step back, knocking into Dillon. "Because that's my niece he's talking to." 
 
    "Oh." Ethan looked over again. He'd never met Ian's niece, had no idea who she was. But Corbin was harmless enough and it looked like they were only talking. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    "She's interning with the marketing department this season and Kayli thought it would be a good idea to bring her tonight. Let her meet some of the guys." 
 
    "Yeah, okay. That sounds reasonable." 
 
    The look Ian shot toward Dillon made it clear that he didn't agree. His frown deepened. "She's only eighteen." 
 
    "And Corbin's only twenty. And they're only talking. I don't get it." 
 
    Ethan stepped away from Dillon, just in case Ian decided to do something stupid, like throw a drink at him. Or a fist. He completely understood what Dillon was saying. He even agreed with him. But it was obvious that Ian had a different opinion. 
 
    He leaned forward, a muscle working in his jaw as he stared at Dillon. "He's a hockey player. And she's my niece." 
 
    Dillon laughed and held his hands up in surrender. Ian muttered something under his breath then turned on his heel and walked away, his stride filled with purpose. Ethan watched as Kayli intercepted him with a hand against his chest. She leaned forward and whispered something in his ear then grabbed his hand and tugged him in the other direction. 
 
    Ethan chuckled then turned to Dillon. "Guess it's a good thing he doesn't have kids yet, huh?" 
 
    "He will soon enough. Didn't you hear? Kayli's pregnant." 
 
    "Seriously? She's pregnant, too?" Ethan glanced around the room, his gaze studying all the couples. Alec and AJ, with their son Tanner and another one on the way. Justin Tome and his wife, Val, and their baby daughter. Nikolai and Bobbi Petrovich and their two kids. And JP Larocque hadn't said anything yet but the guys were already taking bets that his wife, Emily, was pregnant, too. "So did somebody put something in the water around this place?" 
 
    "Who knows?" Dillon's eyes scanned the crowd as he took a sip of beer from the bottle. He jumped when a pair of hands slid around his waist then smiled as Maggie stepped beside him. She pulled the bottle from his hand, took a sip, then handed it back. 
 
    "Hey there, Mr. Frayser." 
 
    "Hey back, Mrs. Frayser." Dillon brushed a kiss against her forehead, a goofy grin on his face. Ethan groaned and rolled his eyes, which earned him a light punch in the shoulder from Maggie. 
 
    "You two are so sickeningly sweet, it makes my teeth hurt." 
 
    "You're just jealous." 
 
    He knew Maggie was only teasing but the words sliced through him. Jealous? Yeah, he was. How could he not be when all around him were happy couples, married and in love? Or almost married and in love. Maybe not everyone on the team—there was still a handful of single, unattached guys left.  
 
    And he was one of them. There wasn't anything wrong with that—except he thought that was going to change after Maggie and Dillon's wedding. He had wanted it to change.  
 
    Apparently, he'd been the only one to think that. Yeah, obviously, since he hadn't seen or spoken to Cindy since that afternoon in the airport. 
 
    Maggie stepped closer to Dillon's side as he draped his arm around her shoulders. "So what were you guys talking about?" 
 
    "Just how there must be something in the water because everyone's pregnant." 
 
    "Not everyone!" Maggie laughed. Did she feel Dillon tense beside her? If she did, it didn't show. But Ethan didn't miss the brief flare of disappointment on his friend's face. He wanted to say something, to tell Dillon it was too early yet—Christ, they'd only been married since July, they had plenty of time. But Maggie was talking again, counting on her fingers. 
 
    "AJ. Kayli. Emily—" 
 
    "So she is pregnant. I thought so." 
 
    "Three months. I don't think they're making an official announcement yet, because of what happened before." Maggie frowned, her lips moving soundlessly as she held up more fingers. "Bridget thinks she might be but don't tell anyone yet." 
 
    "Bridget is?" Ethan looked over his shoulder, his gaze immediately landing on the woman's bright red hair. Derek stood next to her, his arm wrapped protectively around her waist. Maggie was probably wrong about that last part—Ethan had a hunch Derek knew. "Do you think they'll finally get hitched?" 
 
    Maggie shrugged. "Who knows? I don't think Bridget's in any hurry to get married, which is kind of funny considering her background, you know?" 
 
    Dillon frowned at Maggie, curiosity clear in his eyes. "How do you know all this stuff?" 
 
    "You don't honestly think we just sit there and watch games every night, do you? We talk." She grinned and leaned closer. "About everything." 
 
    Dillon's face paled. "Everything? Seriously? Like—what's everything?" 
 
    "I'll tell you later. I need to go get some food first. Cindy said she's actually hungry and I want to make sure she eats." 
 
    Ethan choked on his swallow of beer, spilling some of it down the front of his shirt. He ran a hand across his chest, trying to ignore the odd looks from Maggie and Dillon as he glanced around. 
 
    Had he heard Maggie correctly? Cindy was here? But where? He didn't see her come in, which didn't really mean anything because he hadn't seen Maggie come in, either. But she wasn't behind Maggie, she wasn't by the bar. She wasn't anywhere he could see. 
 
    So yeah, he probably hadn't heard right. 
 
    And why did he care? He didn't want to, not after doing his best to put her out of his mind for the last four months. He shouldn't care. So why was his heart suddenly pounding in his chest? And why did it feel like some invisible band was being tightened around his lungs, making it hard to breathe? If he didn't care, why was he in danger of dropping the bottle in his hand because his palms were so fucking sweaty? 
 
    And since when did he start lying to himself? 
 
    He cleared his throat and looked at Maggie, trying to act casual. Nonchalant. "You, uh, said Cindy was here? I don't see her." 
 
    Something flashed across Maggie's face as she exchanged a silent look with Dillon. He pursed his lips and gave his head a quick shake before looking away. What was that silent communication for? Oh shit. Could she be here with someone else? Was that what Dillon had been trying to tell his wife? 
 
    No, that didn't make sense. Neither one of them knew what had happened on St. Thomas—unless Cindy told Maggie and Maggie told Dillon. But if that were the case, Dillon would have said something to him. Wouldn't he? 
 
    The couple shared another look filled with silent communication then Maggie turned to him, her brows lowered just a little over her eyes. "She's sitting at one of the booths and—Ethan, no. Don't." 
 
    A small hand reached for his arm, holding him in place as he tried to step around them. He glanced at Dillon then looked down at Maggie, not bothering to hide his confusion—or his anger. Did Maggie pick up on it? Probably. "So—what? I can't go over to say hello?" 
 
    "Ethan, she's not…" Maggie's voice drifted off and she looked to Dillon. For reassurance? Something else? Dillon shrugged but wouldn't look at Ethan. 
 
    "They were friends. I don't think it would hurt." 
 
    The pounding in Ethan's chest grew stronger, echoing in his head as blood pounded in his temple. But this—this was different than his reaction a few minutes ago. A chill raced down his spine as dread seeped into his limbs. "What's going on? What are you two hiding?" 
 
    "It's nothing." Maggie's grip gentled on his arm, almost reassuring now. "It's just…Cindy's been sick and—" 
 
    Ethan didn't need to hear anything else—didn't want to hear anything else. Four months of anger, four months of frustration and confusion, melted into bone-deep concern as soon as Maggie finished speaking. He pulled his arm from her grip, ignoring her calls as he moved past them, toward the booths. Cindy had been sick and nobody could bother to tell him? What the fuck? 
 
    And what kind of sick, that she couldn't be bothered to at least answer the phone? Return his calls? Fear and anxiety mixed together, clawing just beneath the surface of his skin. He stumbled against an empty chair, cursed and pushed it out of his way. His eyes scanned the empty booths and tables, searching for Cindy. She wasn't there. Had she left already? Gone to the ladies' room? 
 
    No, there she was, tucked into the corner of a booth, hidden from everyone's sight. His steps slowed, his lungs burning with the need to drag in air as he stared at her. 
 
    Her eyes were closed, her arms wrapped tight around her middle. Her pale lips moved silently, almost like she was talking to herself. Ethan blinked, seeing her but barely recognizing her, not at first. 
 
    She'd lost weight. A lot of weight—which couldn't be good for her, not when she had already been thin. The sweatshirt she was wearing was too big, hanging on her slight frame, making her look even smaller. Her skin was pale, her cheekbones even more prominent in the drawn features of her face. The vibrant blonde hair that had glowed under the Caribbean sun was longer now, straight and limp. The color was darker, duller, the shine he remembered gone from the once-vibrant strands. 
 
    He swallowed against the thickness in his throat and pulled a deep breath into his lungs before taking a step forward. He hesitated, suddenly unsure if he should approach her. 
 
    Suddenly afraid of seeing her, talking to her. 
 
    He cursed himself for being a coward. This was Cindy. They were friends. They had once been lovers, if only for that brief week. But he had wanted that week to continue, had hoped they'd keep seeing each other. He'd wanted that from the first time he met her. 
 
    So why was he suddenly afraid to approach her? 
 
    Because he didn't know what was wrong with her. A hundred thoughts whirled through his mind, each one filled with possibilities that frightened him. Was she still sick? Was she recovering? 
 
    Was this something she could even recover from? 
 
    The last thought jarred him, knocking the breath from his lungs with so much force he actually stumbled back. He reached for a chair, his hand groping blindly until he found it and gripped it. The hard edges of dark wood cut into his palm, the pain somehow reassuring. 
 
    Maggie had said Cindy had been sick. Past tense. She wasn't still sick, she was recovering, getting better. Maggie would have said something if that wasn't the case. 
 
    Ethan tried to take comfort in that thought even though he was certain it wasn't true. Neither Maggie nor Dillon had even said anything about Cindy being sick in the first place. Why would he think Maggie would tell him anything now? 
 
    He sucked in another deep breath and released the chair, forced his feet to move. One step. Two. One more. He was no more than two feet from the table when Cindy's head jerked up, her eyes wide, the green depths filled with bright panic. Her face paled even more as she moved deeper into the corner and looked around, as if searching for a way to escape. 
 
    Ethan took a hasty step back. His pulse kicked up a notch, from surprise and from fear. Why did she look so scared? So panicked? Maybe he had just startled her. 
 
    He didn't believe the words even as he thought them. 
 
    He shoved his hands into his back pockets and forced a smile to his face. "Hey. Didn't mean to startle you." 
 
    Her gaze slid up, met his, skittered away. She shifted and wrapped her arms even more tightly around her middle without saying a word. 
 
    Almost like she didn't recognize him. 
 
    Pain, sharp and biting, sliced through him. How could she not recognize him? No, that was just his imagination. Of course she recognized him.  
 
    Didn't she? 
 
    He took a hesitant step closer, oddly afraid of scaring her, which didn't make sense at all. Why would she be afraid of him? 
 
    "It's, uh, Ethan." 
 
    She looked up again, her gaze finally meeting his. Something flashed in their depths. Irritation? Sadness? He couldn't tell.  
 
    "I'm not an idiot. I know who you are." 
 
    The words almost made him smile because they sounded so much like the Cindy he knew. Sharp, impatient, hinting at the humor that always lurked beneath the surface. But the smile didn't materialize because even though it sounded like Cindy…it wasn't. Something was off. Too forced. Too vacant. Too strained. 
 
    He stepped closer, stopped when he saw how her body stiffened. Ethan tried to force another smile and failed. It didn't matter, not when she was staring down at the polished surface of the table. 
 
    "Good, because that would have been a huge blow to my ego if you didn't remember me." 
 
    Cindy didn't even look up, making him wonder if the words sounded as lame as they felt. Other words came to mind, words and questions that hovered on his lips. 
 
    How had she been? 
 
    What had she been doing since the last time he'd seen her, when he kissed her goodbye at the Cyril E. King airport? 
 
    Did she change her mind and go back to school? 
 
    Why hadn't she called him back? Just once, after the hundreds of messages he left her? 
 
    And most of all: he missed her. 
 
    Ethan didn't say any of those things—especially not the last one. How could he, when she was sitting there, huddled into herself, looking like she wanted to bolt and run away? 
 
    He shifted his weight, glanced over his shoulder and saw Maggie walking toward them. She had two plates filled with food in her hands and two bottles of water tucked under each arm. He turned as she reached him, took one of the plates from her before she could ask for help. Then he moved to the table and placed it in front of Cindy. 
 
    He didn't think, didn't know he needed to stop and think—he just lowered himself to the bench next to Cindy, sliding over next to her. His leg brushed against hers as he leaned over, ready to tease her or talk to her or something. But she stiffened, a low whimper escaping her pale lips as she pushed against him. 
 
    Once, twice, panic flaring in her eyes. 
 
    Maggie grabbed his arm, pulling him as Cindy pushed against him. She was saying something but Ethan didn't hear the words, didn't hear anything except that low whimper coming from Cindy. 
 
    He nearly fell off the bench, grabbed the edge of the table to catch his balance. Maggie kept tugging his arm, telling him to stop as Cindy scurried from the booth.  
 
    What the fuck was going on? Stop what? 
 
    He turned to ask Maggie just that but the words died in his throat at the look on her face. Sorrow, panic, fear. The look wasn't directed at him, though—she was watching Cindy as she hurried away from them, heading for the door. 
 
    Like she was trying to escape. 
 
    Maggie dropped his arm and started after her. Ethan reached for her, spinning her around, confusion making his own head spin as he studied Maggie's pale face. 
 
    "What the fuck is going on?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Breathe. Breathe. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Cindy wrapped her arms around her waist and slid down against the brick wall. Chilled air filled her lungs with each harried breath. Cold seeped from the bricks and through the heavy cotton of her sweatshirt, chilling her skin. It shouldn't feel good but it did. Comforting. Reassuring. 
 
    Because she could feel it. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed and rested her forehead against her knees, concentrating on nothing more than breathing. Inhale, hold it, exhale. Slow, steady. Inhale. Exhale. Again, until her heart slowed, until it no longer felt like it was ready to burst from her chest and run away. 
 
    A vision of a comic heart sprouting legs and racing away, a look of panic on its funny face, came to mind. Cindy choked back the laugh bubbling in her throat, afraid to let it break free. 
 
    Afraid the laughter would sound more like a cackle of insanity if it broke free. Afraid she wouldn't be able to stop if she started. 
 
    Another vision sprang to mind, of her being dragged away as she cackled, unable to stop. Over and over and over as she was thrown into a room filled with darkness and cold. Of her flesh freezing and chipping off, dropping away until there was nothing left but a skeleton, its mouth opened as it continued to cackle for all eternity. 
 
    A shudder wracked her body, one that had nothing to do with the cold night air and everything to do with the somber vision. What if the doctor was wrong? What if her therapist was wrong? What if she never got better? 
 
    Was this what she had to look forward to for the rest of her life? 
 
    What if she really was insane? What if she was already locked in that room, tied to a bed, with only her mind allowed to wander? 
 
    She finally understood, with frightening clarity, why her father had chosen the path he took. Was this how he'd felt? Like his own mind, once so brilliant, had turned on him? That he'd been trapped forever in a prison of his own making, betrayed by what he had once trusted? With no way out, except for a final darkness that would last forever? 
 
    Cindy fisted her hands, digging her short nails into her palms. Feeling. No, she wasn't trapped, not like her father had been. Not yet. 
 
    Please, God, not ever. 
 
    She was getting better. That's what they kept telling her. And each day would be better than the one before it. She wanted to believe it. She had to believe it, had to hold on to that hope.  
 
    Something her father never had. 
 
    She shifted against the concrete sidewalk, knowing she should get up. It probably wasn't healthy, sitting here like this in the cold winter air wearing nothing but jeans that were too baggy and a sweatshirt that all but dwarfed her. And the sidewalk probably wasn't clean, was probably covered in dirt and grime and germs and— 
 
    She didn't care. Not yet. She needed to calm herself down. Get a grip. Try not to view her panicked flight as a setback.  
 
    Breathe. Breathe. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    She'd made it inside, that was definitely progress, she had to keep telling herself that. She hadn't expected to see Ethan, not really. And she certainly hadn't expected the flash of emotion she thought she'd glimpsed in his eyes when he first walked over. Unless she was simply imagining that, too. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Maybe, somewhere in the back of her cloudy mind, she had known it was a possibility he might see her, come over and say hello. They had been friends, after all, a lifetime ago.  
 
    No. Even though a small piece of her knew it might be possible, she hadn't expected it. She had told herself—had convinced herself—that Ethan wouldn't want to see her. Why would he? It had been forever. Things changed. He was probably seeing someone else. 
 
    Sadness washed over her at the thought and she pushed it away. Cindy had no claims on him, not now, not then. She had no right to even think of claims, especially not now, not after… 
 
    She let the thought trail off, unwilling to finish it. Just one more way her life had changed in the last few months, one more thing to expect from the long, lonely months stretching before her. 
 
    Just one more reason why she should get up. Go back inside. Ask Maggie to take her home. No, she couldn't go back inside, it was too much. She shifted, reaching for the phone in her back pocket. She'd send Maggie a text instead, let her know she was outside, that she was okay but ready to go home— 
 
    The door opened, letting music and voices drift out into the chilled night air. It was probably Maggie, coming to check on her. Cindy pushed the phone back into her pocket and turned her head, the jumble of excuses dying on her lips.  
 
    Not Maggie. 
 
    Ethan. 
 
    Her heart slammed into her chest and she waited for the panic to creep back in, to take hold and demand she get up, run. But it wasn't panic she felt. It was… 
 
    She frowned, unable to place the odd feeling at first. No, not panic. Something different. Sorrow, yes. Regret. But something else, too, something she didn't want to acknowledge, couldn't acknowledge. Not now. Not anymore. 
 
    Breathe. Breathe. 
 
    He took a few hesitant steps toward her, his face covered in shadows, his body silhouetted by the light behind him. Tall, broad yet lean, an odd combination of strength and gentleness. His hair was longer than she remembered, the shaggy length dipping past the collar of the shirt he wore. 
 
    She wished she could see his face more clearly, wanted to see if his angled jaw was covered in the carefully maintained two-day stubble he had preferred on the island. Was it? She thought so. She had just seen him, shouldn't she remember? 
 
    He paused several feet away, his hands jammed into the front pockets of his jeans. Then he just stood there, watching her. Maybe it was better she couldn't see his face, couldn't see the pity she was certain must be in his eyes as he looked down at her. 
 
    She turned her head, let her gaze drop to the frayed hole in the knee of her jeans. Would he leave if she just ignored him? He should. And she should tell him to leave, tell him she didn't want him standing there, looming over her, watching her.  
 
    "Is it okay if I sit? Not right next to you. Over here." He nodded to a spot a few feet to her left. 
 
    Cindy heard the hesitation and uncertainty in his words, felt her heart crack just a little at the confusion in his voice. Maggie must have talked to him, must have told him…something. 
 
    She took a deep breath, curled her hand into a fist, then slowly nodded.  
 
    "I didn't mean to freak you out. Earlier, I mean." 
 
    "I'm good." She almost laughed as she said the words. Good? Not even close. Had Maggie told him what was wrong with her? Is that why he was here now? Why he seemed so hesitant? Cindy wanted to ask but kept the question to herself, afraid of the answer. 
 
    "Maggie wasn't sure if you were still hungry. She told me to tell you the food's waiting if you are." 
 
    Was she still hungry? Cindy tilted her head to the side, trying to decide. Yes, she was, surprisingly. But there was no way she could go back inside, not now. She probably shouldn't have pushed it by coming here tonight, no matter what her therapist said. She wasn't ready, not yet. 
 
    Maybe not ever. 
 
    "Did you want to go inside and eat?" 
 
    She looked over, surprised to see Ethan watching her so carefully. Almost like he was waiting for her to take off running again. 
 
    She took another deep breath, forced her hands to uncurl, and shook her head. "No. I'm good." 
 
    He shifted and for one horrifying second, she thought he was going to reach out for her. But no, he was just adjusting positions, turning so he was kind of facing her instead of leaning against the wall.  
 
    "You can't sit out here all night. It's too cold. You're going to get sick." 
 
    "I'm not crazy." And oh God, why had she said that? The words had spilled from her lips, filled with bitterness, edged with panic even she could hear. Her gaze darted to Ethan as she waited, wondering what he would say. What he would do. 
 
    He didn't do anything, though, just sat there, his long legs folded in front of him like he was ready to do yoga. She could see his face now, she realized. Could see his eyes, deep smoky blue, fringed in thick, dark lashes. But she didn't see pity in their depths, or judgment—just concern, and maybe a little confusion. 
 
    "I didn't think you were." 
 
    "I'm pretty sure my mom does, pretty sure she thinks I'm insane. She won't even look at me anymore." Her voice broke and she took a shaky breath, forced her gaze away from his before he could see too much. It was bad enough she was saying too much—why was she telling him this?—she couldn't let him see the worry and the fear she carried with her. 
 
    Silence settled around them, broken only by the sounds of the night: cars driving by, their tires whirring against the blacktop of the road; the muted sound of music coming from inside, barely audible through the closed door and thick brick walls; the hum of the street lamp on the corner, so soft she wondered if the noise was nothing more than her imagination. 
 
    The sound of Ethan breathing, deep and steady. Alive. So alive.  
 
    She closed her eyes, remembered the feel of his chest rising and falling against her back as they curled together in his bed. Remembered the feel of hard flesh and muscle beneath her hands, warm and alive. Remembered the feel of strong hands caressing her, their touch as gentle and reassuring as the quiet words he whispered in her ear as they made love. 
 
    Memories, bittersweet and painful. She squeezed her eyes tighter, willing away the burning tears, knowing that memories would be all she'd have now. How could she have anything else, when she was so afraid most of the time? When anxiety froze her, made her flinch or pull away whenever someone touched her? 
 
    Just one more thing she'd lost, one more thing she'd never get back, no matter what they told her. 
 
    "Cindy. Look at me. Please." Ethan's voice was so soft, so tender. Filled with confusion, yes, but also with understanding. How could he understand, when she didn't understand herself? 
 
    She opened her eyes, turned her head just the slightest bit. His gaze caught hers, held it. He was closer now, less than a foot away. How had he gotten so close without her realizing it? She sucked in a deep breath and waited for the panic to seize her. 
 
    But there was no panic. No fear. Just…just Ethan.  
 
    "I don't think you're insane." 
 
    "How can you say that? You don't even know what happened. What's going on." 
 
    "No. But I know you. And you're not crazy." 
 
    The words shouldn't have meant anything. They were just words, something uttered as nothing more than an empty assurance. But they weren't empty; she could see the truth in Ethan's eyes. He believed her. 
 
    No, he believed in her. 
 
    She wanted to thank him but her throat was too thick so she simply nodded, hoping that would be enough. Maybe it was, if the small grin he gave her meant anything.  
 
    "Did you want me to take you home?" 
 
    "Maggie—" 
 
    "I can tell her. You don't need to go inside if you don't want to." 
 
    She should tell him it wasn't that. No, not that at all. She was worried she'd freak out if she was in close quarters with anyone but Maggie. She was used to Maggie. They were friends, comfortable around each other. 
 
    But she was friends with Ethan, too. At least, she had been. Maybe…maybe she wouldn't freak out. 
 
    But could she take that chance? 
 
    He bounced to his feet then leaned down, holding his hand out for her to take. She shied away at first, waiting for the panic to overtake her. The panic didn't come. Anxiety, yes, but not as overwhelming as she expected, not like what she'd already experienced. She stared at his hand, almost afraid to move. What if she took it then froze? What if simply touching him made her drop to the ground and curl into a ball of anxiety and fear? 
 
    What if she took it and nothing happened? 
 
    She hesitated, her eyes darting to his for a split second, long enough to see understanding and reassurance in their depths. This was Ethan. She knew Ethan. Trusted him. Knew he wouldn't judge her. Just like Maggie didn't judge her. 
 
    She took a deep breath and slowly raised her arm, her body stiffening in anticipation as Ethan's hand closed around hers. Warm, gentle. She took another deep breath and slowly curled her fingers around his, felt strength seeping into her through his touch. Then he tugged, helping her to her feet. He kept her hand in his for a few seconds, his fingers squeezing hers before releasing it. Then he stepped back and grinned, the crooked boyish grin that she remembered. 
 
    "Better?" 
 
    She swallowed against the lump in her throat and slowly nodded. Cautious hope bloomed in her chest. "It's a start." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ethan wanted nothing more than to lean over and pull her into his arms. Hold her. Never let her go. 
 
    That was the last thing he could do. Not because he was driving—because he was afraid simply touching Cindy would make her bolt from the car. She was huddled in the seat, her arms still wrapped tightly around her middle, her head turned to the side as she stared out the window. Street lights whizzed by, casting her face in alternating shadows and harsh light. Was it just the light that made her look pale? No. Her face had been pale when he'd seen her sitting in that booth at The Maypole. 
 
    Alone. Lost. 
 
    Part of him—a large part—was still surprised she had agreed to let him drive her home. Maggie had argued with him, adamant that she be the one to take Cindy home.  
 
    In the end, it had been Cindy who made the final decision, her voice quiet and strained, totally void of the life it usually contained. What had happened?  
 
    He didn't know. And he was afraid to ask. 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    The words were soft, just above a whisper. If they hadn't been stopped at a light, Ethan wasn't sure he would have even heard them. He glanced over, squeezed the steering wheel tight in his hand, and tried to smile. 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    She looked over, her face carefully blank. But her eyes, those deep beautiful green eyes that he saw every night in his dreams, held a sadness that was suffocating. He gripped the steering wheel even tighter so he wouldn't reach over and take her hand. 
 
    "For tonight. I should have let Maggie take me home. You should have stayed with your friends." 
 
    "Not a big deal. I offered, didn't I?" 
 
    But she didn't hear him. Or she did and chose to ignore him. "And for this summer. For…" 
 
    Her voice trailed off and she looked away. Ethan frowned, glanced around, then pulled through the intersection and maneuvered the car into the parking lot of a convenience store. He cut the engine then turned in the seat, careful to keep his hands in his lap. Silence filled the car. He strained his ears and listened to her breathing. Deep, slow breaths, like she was doing some kind of deep breathing exercises. 
 
    He took a deep breath of his own and forced a smile to his face, hoping it came through in his voice. "You don't have to apologize." 
 
    "I do. I—" She paused, took another three deep breaths. "I think I knew something was wrong then. I think I even knew months before then. I just…I didn't…" 
 
    She hesitated again. Or maybe she couldn't say anything else. She unfolded her arms and placed her hands, palm down, against her thighs then started rubbing her legs. Back and forth. Back and forth. Ethan saw the way her fingers trembled, saw the way she drew her shoulders up. Tense. Uncertain.  
 
    He curled his own fingers into a loose fist so he wouldn't reach for her. "Can you—do you want to talk about it?" 
 
    She laughed, the sound small and sharp and bitter. "All I do is talk about it. Once a week with my psychotherapist." 
 
    Ethan wasn't sure what to say to that. Psychotherapist? What had happened? But Cindy was taking another deep breath, her mouth forming over different words, all of them silent. 
 
    "I'm not crazy. Not really."  
 
    "I didn't think you were." 
 
    She laughed again but the sound was empty, humorless. She looked over at him, those sad eyes meeting his for several long seconds before she looked away. "You should. Everyone else does. Sometimes even me." 
 
    "I don't." Ethan wondered if it was true, even as he repeated the words. No, Cindy wasn't crazy. He was sure of it. But how could he be? He didn't know, just knew that whatever was going on, it wasn't that. 
 
    Again he was seized by the overwhelming need to hold her. To pull her into his arms and hold her tight, whisper words of reassurance into her ear. He lifted his hand, let it hover over her shoulder, dropped it back into his lap. How could he touch her, when he wasn't sure how she would react? 
 
    "Can you tell me what happened?" 
 
    She laughed again, that short, brittle sound. Then she was quiet. Long seconds went by, enough that Ethan didn't think she'd answer. Then she took another deep breath and curled her hands against her legs. "Can I? Yeah. Do I want to? I'm not…I don't know." 
 
    Ethan took his own deep breath, did his best to school his face into a mask of indifference. Her words shouldn't hurt. They weren't meant to hurt. 
 
    "Fair enough." He tried to smile as he shifted in the seat and reached for the keys in the ignition. "But I'm here if—" 
 
    "Wait." 
 
    Ethan froze, but not because of her desperate command. No, it was the touch of her hand on his arm that made him freeze. He glanced down, something twisting in his gut as he stared at the small hand, so pale and fragile, resting against his forearm. He didn't move, not even to look at her, afraid any movement would scare her, make her draw her hand away. Did she even realize she was touching him? 
 
    "Did Maggie…did she tell you anything?" 
 
    "No. Not really. Just that you'd been sick. And that you were, um, going through some things." 
 
    "Sick. Yeah. Maybe." Her hand tightened, just a brief squeeze. But it stayed where it was. "Not really. I, uh, I was diagnosed with MDD." 
 
    Ethan remained still; at least, his body did. His mind raced ahead. MDD? He didn't know what it was, had never heard of it. Cindy had been sick. Was MDD a disease of some kind? Would she get better? A hundred different questions collided in his racing mind—and he couldn't ask any of them. 
 
    Could Cindy sense his confusion, his worry? Or was she seeing something else as she stared at the dashboard? Was her mind focused inward, unaware of her surroundings? 
 
    "MDD is major depression disorder. It's…well, it covers a lot, I guess. Explains a lot." She took a deep breath, her voice flattening as she spoke, almost like she was reading from a list. "It's clinical depression. It affects mood and behavior. Appetite. Sleeping. Hopelessness. Loss of interest in…everything." 
 
    She paused, took a deep breath and ran her free hand across her eyes. Then she turned, the hand on his arm tightening. "It's not just the MDD. I have anxiety, too. I…sometimes I don't feel. And sometimes, I'm afraid to be touched. I don't know why." 
 
    Ethan swallowed, glanced down at the small pale hand then looked back up. "You're touching me now." 
 
    Fuck. Why had he said anything? Panic crossed her face and she jerked her hand away with a soft gasp of surprise. Coldness seeped into him, an emptiness he didn't understand. It took all of his willpower not to move, not to pull her into his arms and comfort her. 
 
    "You seemed fine this summer." Even before the words left his mouth, he wished he could take them back. They sounded cold, uncaring. Almost accusatory. But if Cindy noticed, she didn't do anything, just sat there and shrugged, her hands clasped tightly together in her lap. 
 
    "I think…I think it was starting last year. Just small things. A day here, a day there. It got worse when I got back. Real bad. I—" She shuddered then pursed her lips together. Did she regret telling him that much? Was there more she wasn't telling him? He thought so, but he didn't want to push, didn't know how to ask. 
 
    "But you're getting better, right?" 
 
    She turned toward him, the sadness in her eyes even deeper. "I'm on medication. I see a psychotherapist." 
 
    "And that helps, right?" 
 
    She shrugged, her eyes taking on a faraway look. "She says I'm getting better. She says I might even be normal one day." 
 
    Ethan reached out to brush the hair away from her face then dropped his hand before he touched her. "They say normal is overrated anyway, right?" 
 
    Cindy laughed, the sound hollow. Another shudder went through her and the choked laughter turned to sobs. She turned away, her shoulders shaking, her tears quiet. Something sharp twisted inside Ethan and this time he did reach out. He couldn't let her sit there, so alone when he was right here.  
 
    He rested his hand on her shoulder, the gentle touch hesitant. She stiffened and Ethan cursed under his breath, calling himself a fool. But before he could move, she was turning toward him, her hands reaching blindly for him, her frail arms wrapping around his neck. Ethan held himself still as she cried against his shoulder. Then he slowly, gently, eased his arms around her.  
 
    Holding her. Comforting her with mindless words as she sobbed.  
 
    Time slowed, seconds stretching to long minutes, broken only by the sound of Cindy crying. Her sobs finally eased, turning into short gasps as she caught her breath, the short gasps turning into regular breathing as she curled against him.  
 
    He eased his hold on her, afraid of upsetting her now that she seemed to have calmed. But her arms tightened around him, holding him in place. 
 
    "Don't. Please." Her voice was quiet, subdued, the words a rush of warm air against the skin of his neck. "I—I'm not afraid of your touch, Ethan. I'm not afraid of you." 
 
    His heart slammed into his chest as his arms instinctively tightened around her. She couldn't be comfortable, not with the way she was stretched across the console. But he didn't move. He'd stay there all night, holding her just like this, if it helped. 
 
    Cindy was the one who finally pulled away. She sat back in the seat with a deep breath, ran her hands down her face. Ethan reached into the center console, rummaged through the junk that had accumulated there until he found a wad of napkins from some fast-food place. He held them out to her, his heart tripping at the sight of the small smile wavering on her lips. 
 
    She wiped her eyes and blew her nose then crumpled the napkins in her fist. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    She shrugged, not quite looking at him. Color filled her face, turning her pale cheeks a delicate pink. "For…everything. Not calling you. Falling apart." 
 
    "It doesn't sound like you were ready to talk. To anyone." 
 
    She shrugged again. Ethan leaned back in the seat, his arm resting against the console—not touching her, but there if she needed the support. "Did crying make you feel better?" 
 
    "I…I'm not sure. I…things get so jumbled sometimes." She was quiet for a long moment, long enough that Ethan thought maybe it was time to take her home. But she shifted in the leather seat, slid a sideways glance at him then released a long sigh filled with pain and sorrow. 
 
    "My father killed himself. When I was twelve." 
 
    The confession echoed around the interior of the small car, the words hitting him with the force of a physical blow. He opened his mouth, snapped it closed when he realized he didn't know what to say. 
 
    "He was bi-polar. And, uh, there were other things going on, I guess. I could never understand why he did it but now I do. I think that's why my mom can't look at me anymore. I think she's afraid I'm going to…that I'm going to be like my father." 
 
    Ethan pushed the fear the words caused to the back of his mind. He couldn't think of them now. "What do you think?" 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes oddly clear. "Have I thought about it? Yes, but not like that. Not yet. I remember what his death did to my mother. What it did to me. I think that was the main reason I wanted to study psychology—because I didn't understand it, why he did it. Not then." 
 
    "But you do now?" 
 
    She looked away and nodded, her fingers busy twisting the discarded napkins. "I do. And I'm afraid." 
 
    Ethan reached over, rested his hand lightly on her arm. He could feel the muscle tense under his palm, felt the tremors running through her. But she didn't panic, didn't pull away. "Why are you afraid, Cindy?" 
 
    She finally looked over at him, fear and understanding clear in her eyes. "Because I think it would be too easy to step over that line. Because I'm broken, Ethan. And I don't want to live life as a broken shell." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Fast, the boards whizzing by in a blur. Shouts. Metal scraping against ice.  
 
    All of it was nothing more than background noise as Ethan raced down the ice, his heart pounding, his hands clenched around the stick. Faster, his lungs heaving with each breath. He bent his knees, leaned forward, reaching for the puck. 
 
    Felt it hit his tape, eased back with the stick. Gentle. Cradling. Sliding to the side as his teammates got into position. He spun around, ready to shoot the puck toward JP Larocque. He pulled back at the last minute, twirled, passed the puck behind him. 
 
    It was a shitty pass, not enough speed. Derek moved forward, reaching as the puck bounced over his blade. 
 
    "Fuck!" Ethan shook his head and took off, chasing the guys from Tampa back to center ice. Sweat poured down his chest and back, soaking his jersey. His lungs burned with each breath and fire scorched his thighs. He'd fucked up. If the pass had been better, cleaner, the Banners would have scored and this extended shift would be over. 
 
    But he'd fucked up and now he was chasing the puck into their own zone, racing faster, followed by JP and Derek. He saw Randy and John Murdoch, their d-men, get into position, protecting Brad in the net. 
 
    One shot. Two. A wide rebound. Ethan moved in closer, dropped his shoulder and hit the player from Tampa. The impact dropped both of them to their knees. Ethan slid, scrambled for balance, got his feet back under him and moved in closer to the net, swinging his stick from side-to-side on the ice. 
 
    Something hit him from behind, low across his back. He clenched his jaw, tasted rubber as he bit down on the mouthpiece. But he didn't turn around, didn't take his eye from the play being set up. 
 
    He was hit again, harder this time. His helmet flew off as he spun around and pushed back with his stick. He didn't hear the player's tormenting words above the roar of the crowd. He didn't need to, not when he understood their meaning. 
 
    Their purpose. 
 
    It worked. The horn sounded, echoing close by. Fuck. Tampa had just scored. Again.  
 
    Anger and fury tore through him—at Tampa, for tallying another one. At the player, for distracting him.  
 
    At himself, for being distracted and losing focus.  
 
    He pushed against the guy from Tampa, a rookie trying to make a name for himself as a menace this season. The push was all it took. Seconds later, they were tangling together, fists flying. Ethan grabbed a handful of jersey, holding the guy as he let loose with his fist. Once, twice. He felt bone and tissue give way under scraped knuckles. His head snapped back as something caught him under the eyes.  
 
    Hands grabbed him, trying to pull him away. He tightened his fist in the jersey, pulled it over the rookie's head as they were separated.  
 
    "Fucking momma's boy. Not so pretty now, are you?" 
 
    Ethan dove forward, reaching for him, but the hands grabbing him were steady, holding him back. 
 
    "Let it go." 
 
    "Fuck him, he's not worth it." 
 
    Ethan shrugged the hands from his arms and rolled his shoulders. JP and Derek were beside him. Randy was holding back another of Tampa's players. Even Brad had inched out of the net, his eyes narrowed as he watched. Waiting. Ready. 
 
    Ethan turned his head to the side and shot a stream of spit on the ice, not surprised to see a tinge of pink in it. He ran a hand across the back of his mouth and spit again, then bent down and grabbed his equipment.  
 
    His eyes darted to the screen suspended above center ice as he was led to the sin bin. Five minutes for fighting. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The door slammed behind him as he tossed his stick down and dropped to the bench. Self-preservation warred with a sick kind of curiosity—and lost. His gaze slid to the players' bench across the ice, his eyes seeking and finding Coach LeBlanc. 
 
    Fuck. The coach was pissed, the long scar flashing red like a neon sign advertising anger. Was he pissed about the fighting, the fact that Ethan had lost his cool and drew a penalty? Maybe.  
 
    Or was he pissed about Ethan's shitty play? The fucking pass he'd whiffed that resulted in Tampa scoring again? Yeah, definitely. 
 
    Could Ethan blame him? Fuck no. Not when he was pissed at himself. He'd been off. Not just for that one play tonight. If it had been just that—yeah, Coach would probably still be pissed, but not as pissed as he was.  
 
    No, it wasn't just the one play. Tonight's bad play was the third tonight, just another in an unusual string for Ethan. He'd done something similar two nights ago when they were playing in Carolina. Those plays hadn't ended in a goal for the other team, but they hadn't helped and the Banners had lost to Carolina by one goal. 
 
    And they'd probably lose tonight, too. 
 
    He dropped his head and stared at the rubber mat lining the floor of the penalty box. He wasn't really seeing it, though. Just like he wasn't paying any attention to the chirping coming from the other box. 
 
    His mind was focused elsewhere: on a pair of deep green eyes, filled with sadness so tangible he could still feel its suffocating effects. His heart squeezed in his chest, the pain sharp and real as helplessness stole over him. 
 
    He wanted to be with Cindy. Wanted to hold her and reassure her. Comfort her.  
 
    For the first time in almost two decades, he didn't want to be here, on the ice. He didn't want to be playing the game that was as much a part of him as breathing. 
 
    And how fucked up was that? 
 
    It wasn't, not when he peeled away everything to the bare basics of what mattered the most. 
 
    Cindy mattered. 
 
    And yeah, that was really fucked up because, as far as he knew, they were still just friends. That was probably all they'd ever be now. He had hoped—had wanted—so much more. Had thought that whatever had started between them on the island would grow into something more. That's what he wanted. That's what he'd always wanted. 
 
    Because he was in love with her. 
 
    He had been from the night he first met her. 
 
    He laughed, the sound harsh and bitter. What the fuck was wrong with him? In love? People didn't fall in love after just meeting someone, not in real life. And they sure as hell didn't fall in love with their friends. 
 
    Maybe, if things had been different, they might have been able to have a relationship. To test the waters and see what happened. 
 
    But life didn't work out that way.  
 
    And now it didn't matter. Cindy would never believe him if he told her. And what made him think she'd ever feel the same way? Especially not now, not with her… 
 
    He squeezed his eyes closed and swallowed against the lump in his throat. Her…what? Illness? Set-back? Issues? What the fuck did he even call it? 
 
    It didn't matter what he called it, not when she was convinced she was broken. The memory of that night last week was still so clear. The agony in her eyes, the desolation and panic. And lurking just beneath the surface, her certainty that she'd never get better. 
 
    That she was permanently broken. 
 
    That life stretched ahead of her, bleak and lonely. Hopeless. 
 
    He tried to tell her that wasn't the case. That she wasn't alone. She had friends who cared about her. That he was there for her. But she didn't believe him. 
 
    She didn't say that out loud but she didn't need to, not when he could see it in her eyes. So he called her every day, just to check on her. To reassure her. To let her know he was there for her. 
 
    She'd been hesitant to talk to him at first, her words cautious and her voice strained. But after the first few days, she started to sound almost…normal. Not quite like her old self but better.  
 
    Would she ever be her old self again? Vibrant, energetic, full of life? Smiling, laughing, ready to take on any obstacle? He didn't know and neither did she.  
 
    Ethan didn't care. She was still Cindy. She was still the woman he'd fallen in love with last year, no matter what else happened. 
 
    But he didn't know if he could convince her of that. Didn't know if she even wanted that. And if he told her, would she run away? Or worse, tell him she never wanted to see him again? She might—because she was the kind of person who wouldn't want to feel like she was an obligation to anyone. She wouldn't want to feel like she was holding someone back. 
 
    How could he convince her otherwise? What could he do— 
 
    He noticed movement out of the corner of his eye and his head jerked up, his gaze automatically going to the screen overhead. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He grabbed his helmet and jammed it on his head, grabbed his stick and pushed to his feet as the clock counted down the seconds. Three. Two. One— 
 
    Ethan hit the ice almost running, his gaze moving to the play being set-up yards away. He moved closer, forcing his mind to focus, willing instincts borne from years of playing to kick in. 
 
    But his heart wasn't in it. For the first time in nearly twenty years, his heart wasn't in the game. 
 
    It was over nine hundred miles away, held in the unknowing grip of a woman with sad green eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    "We need to talk." 
 
    Ethan tossed his bag on the bed then slipped off his jacket and placed it in the closet. He dug the phone from his pocket, barely glancing at Dillon. "No, we don't." 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "I need to make a phone call." 
 
    Dillon pushed in front of him, blocking the door. Then he grabbed the phone from Ethan's hand and held it behind him, like a kid playing keep-away. Ethan just stared at him, a hard look that should have convinced Dillon to give the phone back and get out of his way. 
 
    Dillon ignored him. 
 
    "I said we need to talk." And damn if Dillon didn't move past him again, heading to the other side of the room. Ethan ran a hand through his hair then down across his face. He didn't need this, not now. 
 
    Just like he didn't need the talk with Coach earlier. Sonny had pulled him aside after the game, his harsh voice quiet and subdued when he asked Ethan if everything was okay. If there was anything Ethan wanted to talk about. 
 
    If there was anything Coach could do to help him. Because he was concerned. Because Ethan wasn't acting like himself. And fuck, what the hell was up with that? If Coach had been screaming and yelling, like he usually did, Ethan could have handled it. Hell, he'd even been expecting it. He should have been yelled at, the way he played tonight. The way he played the other night. He had damn near missed getting out of the fucking penalty box on time. That was inexcusable. Unforgivable.  
 
    You didn't do shit like that and not expect to get your ass chewed out. You didn't do shit like that, period. Ever. 
 
    So when Coach had pulled him to the side, Ethan had expected the ass-chewing. Had even welcomed it. Instead, he received a lecture filled with understanding and concern. Was told he had help if he needed it. Was told he could talk to Coach about whatever was going on. 
 
    And that fucking unnerved him. Coach LeBlanc, quiet and understanding? What the fuck was up with that? Instead of being reassured, the entire conversation had left Ethan frazzled and more on edge than he'd been before. 
 
    Now Dillon was cornering him, stealing his phone like a little kid and insisting they needed to talk. Ethan didn't want to talk—not to Coach, not to Dillon. Not to anyone except Cindy. Only he couldn't, because Dillon was fucking playing keep-away. 
 
    Ethan spun on his heel, irrational anger seizing him as he stalked Dillon. He wanted to lunge at him, tackle him until he could rip the phone from Dillon's hand. Maybe Dillon could see his anger, maybe he could read the deadly intent on Ethan's face.  
 
    Or maybe he just had a good instinct for survival because he jumped over the bed, narrowly avoiding Ethan's outstretched hand as he rushed to the bathroom. Ethan followed him, skidding to a halt when he saw Dillon holding the phone over the toilet. 
 
    "What the fuck are you doing?" 
 
    "Trying to get you to talk." 
 
    Ethan stepped forward, came to a quick stop. "Give me the fucking phone." 
 
    "Not until you talk. I'll drop it. I swear to fuck I will." 
 
    Ethan curled his hands into fists, his heart slamming against his chest. Would Dillon do it? Would he really be that fucking stupid? 
 
    That fucking determined? 
 
    From the expression on his face, yeah, he would. Ethan sucked in a deep breath of air, willed himself to remain still and remove all emotion from his eyes and face. 
 
    "Then talk." 
 
    Dillon's eyes narrowed, his gaze cautious as he studied him. He grunted, a soft sound of either disbelief or wariness, then pocketed the phone. But he didn't move closer, didn't step away from the toilet. And Ethan knew Dillon's reflexes were fast, faster than his own right now. Could he chance making a dash for it? Could he grab the phone before Dillon tossed it? 
 
    Probably not.  
 
    He sucked in another deep breath then folded his arms in front of him and leaned against the door frame. Waiting. Calculating. 
 
    "You want to tell me what's going on?" 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    "Bullshit. Something's going on. I've never seen you so off before. Spill it." 
 
    "I said 'nothing'. Now give me—" 
 
    "What's going on with you and Cindy?" 
 
    Ethan's heart slammed into his chest as a cold sweat broke out along the back of his neck. He kept his face carefully blank, tried to keep his voice calm and neutral. "Nothing. We're just friends. I'm worried about her." 
 
    Dillon laughed, the short sound filled with disbelief. "You really think I believe that?" 
 
    "No reason for you not to." 
 
    "Yeah, okay." Dillon crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes narrowing even more. Ethan tried not to squirm under the scrutiny, tried not to show any emotion. "I know you've been calling her every night. Don't lie." 
 
    "And? What about it? I told you, we're friends. You know that." 
 
    "Maybe before. But I don't believe that anymore." 
 
    "That's your problem, not—" 
 
    "Yeah. Problem. That's the whole issue, isn't it?" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Dillon was quiet for several long seconds, his gaze direct. Assessing. "You know what's going on with her." 
 
    It was a statement, not a question. Ethan thought about not answering—he didn't have to, not when Dillon obviously knew the answer. But he did anyway. "Yeah, I know." 
 
    "Then what are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm not doing anything." 
 
    "Yeah, you are. Ethan, she's not…" His voice trailed off, a frown creasing his forehead. He finally shook his head with a sigh. "This thing she's going through—you know she might never get better." 
 
    Anger and fear exploded inside him. He stepped forward, ready to grab Dillon by the throat and shake him, to tell him to take the words back. He stopped himself at the last minute, channeling the anger into his voice instead. "Bullshit. You don't know that. You can't fucking say that. You don't know her—" 
 
    "Don't fucking tell me I don't know her! She's my wife's best friend. I know her. I know what she's been going through. I know she has a long road ahead of her. And I know she might never get better." 
 
    "She is getting better. A little each day. So don't you stand there and fucking tell me—" 
 
    "Listen to you! Look at you. You're ready to tear my head off, I can see it in your eyes. So what the fuck is going on with you two? And don't fucking tell me you're just friends." 
 
    "We are." 
 
    "Cut the shit. This is me you're talking to. You may have been friends in the past, but not anymore. What happened? When did that change?" 
 
    Ethan thought about denying it—the words hovered on his lips, ready to fall. But the fight left him, almost as quickly as it came. What would it hurt if he told Dillon? What would it matter if Dillon knew? 
 
    He sagged against the wall, let his arms drop to his sides and closed his eyes. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered because no matter how he felt, Dillon was right—about everything. 
 
    "Down in St. Thomas. Right after the wedding." 
 
    "Christ. I knew it." Dillon shook his head. From amusement? Disbelief? Ethan wasn't sure. "What the fuck were you thinking?" 
 
    "I wasn't thinking anything." 
 
    "Yeah, obviously. So—what? This was just a one-night thing?" 
 
    "No. She, uh, she stayed the week. With me." 
 
    "Shit. And then what? You just automatically assumed it would keep going and—" 
 
    "Yeah, I did. It wasn't a one-night stand, no matter what you think. We were supposed to get together when we get back home. But then—" 
 
    "Then her shit imploded." 
 
    "Don't fucking say it like that!" 
 
    "Yeah. Sorry." Dillon shook his head, tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling for several long seconds. 
 
    "Does Maggie know?" 
 
    "She suspects." Dillon looked over at him. "But that's not what you meant, is it? No, Cindy didn't tell her. But she wouldn't have been able to, would she? She, uh, yeah. It was pretty bad at first." 
 
    Ethan nodded, trying to swallow past the lump that had formed in his throat. He felt Dillon's gaze on him but didn't look up. He didn't want to see Dillon's face, didn't want to see whatever might be in his eyes. 
 
    "So that's what was wrong with you earlier, at the start of the season. You didn't know what happened, did you?" 
 
    Ethan looked over at him, let his gaze slide back to the floor without answering. What was the point in answering when Dillon had figured it out?  
 
    "Whatever you were thinking—before, I mean. You have to let it go. It was one week in the Caribbean. Don't make more of it. You can't, not now." 
 
    "It wasn't just one week. Neither one of us thought that." 
 
    "Maybe not. But that's what it has to be." 
 
    "You make it sound like she has a terminal disease. She doesn't." 
 
    "Maybe not. But this isn't like the flu or some shit like that. It's never going to go away. It's always going to be there, ready to take over again. You know that, right? I mean, do you understand that?" 
 
    Anger shot to the surface and Ethan tamped it down. Dillon was only trying to help, he knew that. But he didn't want to hear the words, didn't want to acknowledge the truth behind them. "I'm not turning my back on her if that's what you're getting at. That's not what friends do." 
 
    "But you want more than friendship. I don't think Cindy is any position to—" 
 
    "Then let me worry about that. It doesn't concern you." 
 
    Dillon studied him for another few seconds then let out a string of muttered cursing. "Fuck. No fucking way. Do not tell me—no, man. You can't. You are not in love with her. Christ. I don't believe this. That's what you think, isn't it?" 
 
    "It doesn't concern—" 
 
    "Fuck. You have got to be fucking kidding me. You need your damn head examined, you know that, right? It's not going to work. Why are you setting yourself up for this?" 
 
    Ethan didn't bother hiding his anger, not this time. He took a step closer, letting Dillon see his outrage. "Shut. The Fuck. Up. This doesn't concern you." 
 
    "Just tell me why. Tell me you know what's going to happen. At least be realistic—" 
 
    "What the fuck would you do if this was Maggie? Would you just shrug your shoulders and walk away? Would you turn your back on her?" 
 
    "No. No, of course not." 
 
    "Then why do you think I'd turn my back on Cindy?" 
 
    Dillon's eyes widened as understanding dawned in their hazel depths. He ran a hand across his face, the rasp of stubble loud in the small room. He sighed, shook his head. Sighed again. 
 
    "Fuck. You really do think you're in love with her, don't you? So this, this thing…it hasn't just been since St. Thomas, has it?" 
 
    Ethan pursed his lips, wondering how much to say. A second went by, then several more. "No. Not for me." 
 
    "Shit. When?" 
 
    "Honestly? Probably the first time I met her, that night we met them at the frat party." Met? No, it hadn't been as simple as that.  
 
    Dillon was supposed to meet Maggie at some frat party and had invited Ethan to tag along. Only when they got there, Maggie and Cindy had been cornered by a pair of drunk idiots. Words had been exchanged, Dillon had thrown a punch, and all hell had broken loose. The four of them had made a quick exit, retreating before things got too out of hand and they were caught in the middle. 
 
    Love at first sight? Maybe. Or maybe he was just seeing things differently now. Whatever it was, he and Cindy had connected right away, the kind of connection where it felt like you had known one another for a lifetime. The connection had only become stronger with time.  
 
    Until Ethan realized it was more than just friendship. At least for him.  
 
    "Shit." Dillon muttered the word, mostly to himself. "Does Cindy know?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Great. Just fucking great. Of all the…" Dillon shook his head again, a humorless smile twisting his lips. "I hope the fuck you know what you're getting into." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Do you?" Dillon's gaze was too direct, seeing too much. "I don't think you do but I fucking hope I'm wrong." 
 
    He reached into his pocket, pulled out Ethan's phone and tossed it across the room. Ethan caught it mid-air, his fingers tightening around the plastic case. 
 
    "Go ahead. Call her. I just hope the fuck this doesn't turn out the way I think it's going to. For both your sakes'." 
 
    Ethan didn't say anything as Dillon pushed past him and left the small room. He stared down at the phone in his hand, Dillon's words ringing in his ears. Did he know what he was doing? No. And Dillon was right, the chances of things not working out the way he wanted were much greater than he wanted to acknowledge. 
 
    But he didn't care. He had to take the chance. To him, it was worth it. 
 
    He closed the door then sat on the edge of the tub, his fingers already tapping the screen and pulling up Cindy's number. 
 
    Just like he did every night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen  
 
    Cindy lowered herself to the overstuffed chair, trying not to flinch when the door closed with a soft click. Did Dr. McCormack notice? Probably. She seemed to notice everything. But she didn't say anything as she made her way to the matching chair and took a seat. 
 
    Cindy glanced around, studying the office in silence. This wasn't her first time here, not even close. But this was something she did every visit. It had become a habit almost, a soothing ritual that calmed her before their session started. 
 
    The room didn't look like an office, not with its overstuffed seating arranged for casual conversation. The chairs were upholstered in soft material, stripes of cheery blue and yellow and white. The coffee table and end tables were made of wood, painted in white, designed to make them look old and comfortable. Vintage. Beachy, even. That last impression was enhanced by the pale blue walls topped with an ocean motif border. Simply-framed seascape prints were scattered throughout, placed in clusters on the wall that seemed random but had been well thought-out before being hung. There was even a tall glass bowl filled with sand and seashells and the faint sound of waves gently lapping against some unseen shore coming from a hidden stereo. 
 
    Cindy knew this wasn't the only room Dr. McCormack used. There were two others, each with a vastly different theme. But this was the one Cindy preferred. Not because of the soothing ocean motif, even if Dr. McCormack said that most of her patients preferred the calming effect of the water. No, that wasn't it at all. At least, not entirely. 
 
    Cindy preferred this one because it reminded her of that week in St. Thomas. Because it brought back memories of the time she had spent with Ethan. 
 
    Before her world crashed around her and everything had changed. 
 
    "Your hair looks nice. The cut is very flattering." 
 
    Cindy raised her hand, ran it through the soft strands then twirled her finger in the ends. She took a deep breath and let her hand fall into her lap before looking over at Dr. McCormack. She didn't look like a psychotherapist, not dressed as she was in loose linen pants and a casual green blouse that went well with her coloring. Cindy knew she was over fifty but only because she had offered the information. Everything about her was trim and neat, from the swaying bob of her silvery blonde hair to her relaxed and open smile. She exuded a simple charm that made it easy to trust, easy to confide in.  
 
    Cindy smiled, just a quick one, and muttered her thanks. She heard the hidden meaning beneath the compliment, knew that Dr. McCormack was commenting on much more than just her new hairstyle. 
 
    It was the fact that Cindy had a new hairstyle, the fact that she had gone out and had it done that the doctor was commenting on.  
 
    Cindy smiled again and glanced down at her hands, at the fresh manicure and brightly-colored polish covering her nails. "I went with Maggie." 
 
    Because her friend had insisted. Gently, maybe, but she'd still insisted. And Cindy had survived. 
 
    "Sometimes having friends help. If you let them." 
 
    "Sometimes. I guess." 
 
    Dr. McCormack shifted in the chair, crossing her lean legs and settling against the stuffed back. "So how is everything else going? You look better. Not quite so tired or tense." 
 
    Cindy frowned, still gazing at her hands as she searched for the right words. She was hesitant, almost afraid to say them out loud. Afraid she'd be laughed at. Afraid she'd be proven wrong. 
 
    She finally took a deep breath and looked over, wondering if she could see the small glimmer of hope hiding in Cindy's eyes. "I think…better." 
 
    "You think?" 
 
    "I guess. I mean…yeah. Better. Maybe." 
 
    "You don't sound too certain of that." 
 
    Cindy laughed, the sound whisper-soft in the room. "I'm not certain of anything anymore. There are days I wake up and feel normal, like my old self. Then I sit up and everything comes crashing back down and I wonder if I only imagined feeling better. Or if it's everything else I'm imagining. What's real? What's not? And how can I trust myself if I can't even figure that much out?" 
 
    "Do you think you're afraid to trust yourself? Afraid to believe you might be getting better?" 
 
    "Yeah." Cindy cringed at the speed with which she was able to answer that one. It was probably the only thing she was certain of, the only thing she didn't doubt. Her own fear. What did that say about her? 
 
    She looked over at the doctor again, trying to see even a small hint of what she might be thinking. But the other woman's thoughts were carefully hidden behind a mask of calm encouragement. Cindy sagged against the back of the chair and chewed on her lower lip, wanting to ask a hundred different questions but not sure how to start. 
 
    And not sure she wanted to hear the answers. 
 
    She sighed and asked the question she wanted the answer to the most—the answer she was most afraid of hearing. "Am I getting better? At all?" 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think it would probably be more reassuring to hear it from you." 
 
    A small smile teased the woman's mouth, lighting the pale eyes watching her. "Three months ago, you would have never even said something like that. What does that tell you?" 
 
    Relief, clear and uplifting, moved through her. But she pushed it away, afraid to trust it, afraid to believe in it. She took another deep breath and let her gaze wander around the room until it landed on one picture in particular: her favorite. 
 
    It showed deep blue water, smooth and tranquil, flush against an expanse of fine white sand. A few palm trees graced the foreground, slightly blurred against the backdrop of mountainous terrain along the horizon. Cindy didn't know where the picture had been taken—there were a hundred different locations the photographer could have chosen. But it reminded her so much of the small private beach at the resort on St. Thomas. She'd only been there a week but every time she needed to focus on a happy memory, that was what she thought about. It didn't make sense, not when the darkness had been lurking at the edges of her world even then.  
 
    But even the darkness couldn't detract from the happiness she felt thinking about that week. Warm sun beating down on her. Sand, both hot and cold, against the soles of her feet. Calm breezes caressing her skin, washing away the heat of the day.  
 
    She closed her eyes, breathed in, smelling the scents of coconut in the sunscreen she and Ethan had used. Smelling the scents of fresh fruit in the tropical drinks they shared: pineapple and lime and berry.  
 
    Smelling the warmth of Ethan's skin as he held her. Remembering his touch. His taste. His laughter and his teasing.  
 
    She took another deep breath and forced her eyes open then blinked against the burning moisture. One week. Nothing more than one simple week…and yet it meant the world to her, more than she could ever explain or even understand. 
 
    "You always seem to focus on that picture. Is there a reason why?" 
 
    Cindy shrugged without looking at the doctor. "I just…it reminds me of something." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    Should Cindy tell her? The question was so silly. Why shouldn't she, when she had told her everything else? 
 
    No, not everything. She hadn't mentioned Ethan at all. Why was that, she wondered? 
 
    "Maggie's wedding. She got married in St. Thomas." 
 
    "Sounds like fun. Happy memories, I take it?" 
 
    Cindy smiled this time, a real one despite the sadness she felt. "Yes. I stayed for a week after the wedding. I wasn't going to but Ethan…" Her voice trailed off as she took in a breath of air. "Ethan talked me into staying. We—it was fun." 
 
    "Ethan? I don't think I've heard you mention him before. Who is he?" 
 
    "He's just a…friend."  
 
    "You don't sound too sure of that." 
 
    Cindy glanced over at the doctor, shrugged and went back to studying the picture. "We're friends. I thought that maybe…well, things change, I guess." 
 
    "Do you still talk to him?" 
 
    "Almost every day. He's—he's been great. Very supportive." 
 
    "You don't sound very excited about that." 
 
    Cindy shrugged again. "I am. It's just—I don't like feeling…I don't know. I think he's spending too much time worrying about me and not enough time focusing on his game. I don't want to be a distraction for him." 
 
    "That almost sounds like he's more than a friend." 
 
    "No." Cindy glanced over, noticed that Dr. McCormack was leaning forward now, a glint of interest in her eyes. She shook her head and looked away. "I thought maybe, after St. Thomas but…then this all happened and…we're just friends." 
 
    "Was this something he decided? Or was this your choice?" 
 
    "Me!" Cindy couldn't keep the horror from her voice. "Just me. Ethan's not like that. He wouldn't just—it doesn't matter. We can't be anything more than friends. It's not fair to him. He deserves someone…someone better." 
 
    Dr. McCormack studied her for a few minutes. Cindy stiffened, already anticipating more questions about Ethan. Questions on how she felt, or why she thought the way she did. But she changed the subject—and Cindy almost wished she had asked about Ethan instead. 
 
    "Let's talk about your anxiety. Tell me about your improvements. I know you've gone out a few times. Any more issues with crowds?" 
 
    "I still don't like them. I get…I feel like I'm being boxed in. Too many people, too close. I can't breathe, I get hot—" Cindy closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She wasn't in a crowd now, she was in an office. With plenty of space. Nobody around her. There was no reason for her heart to pound in her chest or for her palms to grow sweaty.  
 
    Several more deep breaths then she opened her eyes. "Big crowds, no. Not yet." 
 
    "But smaller ones are better?" 
 
    "Yeah. Maybe. Mostly. I mean, I don't feel so closed in, so claustrophobic." 
 
    "And physical contact. Has that improved?" 
 
    "Do you mean do I take off screaming or cower in fear?" 
 
    Dr. McCormack chuckled, the sound startling Cindy. "I think I see some of the old you pushing through." 
 
    Cindy frowned, not understanding what she meant at first. Then her mouth dropped open in surprise at the answer she had given: a little upbeat, maybe even a little snarky. When was the last time she had spoken like that?  
 
    Her relief was short-lived, though. It was only one comment—one during a grueling five months, a time period where too many moments were permanently lost to the darkness that had become part of her world. The brief words didn't matter, not really.  
 
    If the doctor noticed the sudden change, the doubt and disappearing relief—and Cindy was certain she did—she didn't say anything. At least, not about that. Her gaze focused on Cindy, making her wonder what she saw. 
 
    Making her wonder if she really wanted to know what she thought. 
 
    "So the anxiety has decreased?" 
 
    "A little. Maybe. I—" Cindy swallowed and looked away. "I maybe had a small breakdown two weeks ago. When I went to that small party I told you about. I just…I kind of freaked out and broke down and started crying and—well, Ethan held me during it and I didn't freak out. Does that mean I'm getting better? Probably not." 
 
    Cindy glanced over, waiting for the doctor to say anything. She simply nodded, silently encouraging Cindy to continue. But continue with what? She didn't know what else to say, didn't know what the woman wanted. 
 
    She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, forcing herself to relax. Forcing herself to open up. "I just—I don't know what to believe. And every time I think I'm improving, every time I think the depression is going away, all this doubt comes creeping in. And I think…I think part of me is almost afraid of getting better, you know? Because what if I get better and it happens again? What if I'm moving along, thinking everything is fine, then all of a sudden the depression slams into me? I don't think—I don't want that to happen again, I don't want to go back there. And I think part of me thinks it might be better to just stay where I am now so that doesn't happen." 
 
    Cindy paused, actually feeling the silence in the room. Feeling Dr. McCormack's patience and silent encouragement. So she kept going, letting everything out. Hopes. Fears—especially her fears. Fears of not trusting herself, fears of not getting better, fears of getting better than losing everything once more. Fears of being broken for the rest of her life. Fears of being like her father. Talking, more talking. Talking nonstop until her voice turned hoarse and her throat dried out. 
 
    She finally stopped, looked up to see Dr. McCormack holding a bottle of water out to her. Cindy accepted it, unscrewed the cap and took a long swallow. Her hands shook but she felt…better. Cleansed, almost. 
 
    Or was it just her imagination again? 
 
    "I think we're making definite progress. Your fears are normal, Cindy, along with the doubt you're feeling. And you're not bi-polar, we've already established that. You're not like your father." She paused, her head tilted to the side as she studied Cindy. "I think I want to try something different this week with your journaling exercises. And, if you're willing to try, I have something else I want you to do." 
 
    Cindy nodded, wondering if she should give in to the spurt of hope she felt—or if she should push it away like she usually did. Dr. McCormack watched her for a few long seconds then offered her another gentle smile. Encouraging, reassuring.  
 
    Some of the encouragement dimmed as Cindy left the office. The journaling assignment should be easy enough. At least, she thought it would be. But the other one? 
 
    Cindy hesitated in the hallway as a chill ran over her. Excitement…or fear? Anxiety…or anticipation?  
 
    She didn't know. And she couldn't push away the doubt that followed her out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Ethan pulled into the driveway and cut the engine, hesitating, not ready to get out of the car just yet. He ran his hands along his legs, the worn denim soft under his palms. He was nervous, and he had no idea why. 
 
    He snorted. That was a lie: he knew exactly why. He was just having trouble understanding it. 
 
    Cindy had called him a few hours ago, sounding…better. Not quite the way she used to but not as quiet, either. Not as sad or lost. She had asked him about the games, listened as he talked about the losses on the road. She had even laughed when he told her about the pranks Derek had pulled on Brad and Corbin.  
 
    And then she had grown quiet and he wondered if maybe he'd lost the connection. Or if maybe she had slipped back into that zone he sometimes noticed her in, like she was in her own world, her mind far away, reliving something. 
 
    Or maybe just escaping something.  
 
    His gut twisted with the stabbing pain the thought brought. He hated seeing her like that, wished there was something he could do to help, some way to help her through it. 
 
    Wished that simply pulling her into his arms and holding her would fix everything. But it wasn't that simple. Nothing ever was. 
 
    It didn't matter anyway, not this time. He hadn't lost the connection, and he hadn't lost her. At least, not in that sense. She had taken a deep breath, deep enough he could hear it over the phone, then asked if he could stop by. The request was almost whispered, the words uttered quickly, as if she was afraid she might not get them out if she didn't hurry. But he still heard the shyness in her voice, the hesitation. 
 
    He didn't say the words he wanted to say: that he'd do anything for her, anything she asked. Instead, he just simply asked her what time she wanted him to come by. 
 
    And now he was here, wondering what prompted the invitation, wondering if something was wrong. Worrying that maybe something had happened. 
 
    And he wouldn't find out if he didn't get his ass out of the car and get moving. 
 
    He took a deep breath and opened the door, swung his legs to the side and climbed out. He was ready to walk around the car, to head up the sidewalk when the front door of the tidy split-level opened and Cindy stepped out. Ethan stopped, his breath leaving him in a rush, making him feel like he'd just taken a fist to the gut. 
 
    She looked…different. But different in a good way. Instead of the baggy jeans and bulky sweatshirts he had grown used to seeing her in, she was dressed in a pair of black leggings and tall black boots. Her coat hung open over a gray sweater that came past her hips. She was still too thin but not as bad as before. Was it his imagination, or did he actually see some color in her face? 
 
    He hesitated, watching her as she walked toward him. No, it wasn't his imagination: she wasn't as pale as before. Or maybe it was nothing more than the hint of makeup she was wearing. It didn't matter, because she looked better, healthier, than she had the last time he'd seen her, right before their road trip.  
 
    He leaned back on his heels and jammed his hands into his pockets, forcing himself to stay where he was instead of running toward her and grabbing her in a large hug. Yeah, because that would go over real well. It would probably send her scampering back into the house. 
 
    Which was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    But he didn't hide his grin. He couldn't, not when she looked so good. She stopped at the end of the sidewalk and adjusted the worn backpack on her shoulder. Green eyes, wide and a little hesitant, met his. She pulled her lower lip between her teeth then looked away, her chest rising and falling with a deep breath. 
 
    "You look great." 
 
    Her eyes darted back to his and Ethan worried that maybe he had sounded too enthusiastic. He shifted, took a step toward her, then stopped. "I mean it. You look good. It's, uh, been a good week?" 
 
    "Yeah. I think." 
 
    "One day at a time, right?" 
 
    Cindy nodded then adjusted the backpack again. She glanced over her shoulder then looked toward his car. "Do you mind…I mean, is it okay if we go to your place instead? I just…I think I need to get out of here for a few hours. If not, that's—" 
 
    "Yeah, that's cool. We can do that. Sure." He moved forward as she got closer and took the backpack from her. Was it his imagination, or had she stiffened just the tiniest bit when his hand accidentally grazed her neck? No, it was probably his imagination because she looked up and gave him a small smile. 
 
    It was the sweetest thing he'd seen in months, if not longer. He hesitated, wondering if he looked as stunned as he felt. How could just a small smile have the power to send him reeling like that? To send his pulse soaring? To cause the blood to rush from his head? 
 
    And maybe he did look like an idiot because now Cindy was staring up at him, a frown creasing the delicate features of her face. He started to step back, afraid that maybe he was standing too close to her, but then stopped as she raised her hand. Her fingers trembled, just the tiniest bit, as she reached for him. Then she brushed the tip of one finger against his face, just under his eye. 
 
    Her touch wavered before she finally dropped her hand, the frown still in place. "What happened?" 
 
    Ethan reached up, touched the small bandage he had completely forgotten about, then tried to smile. "Nothing. Just a scuffle on the ice." 
 
    "A scuffle? That looks like it came from more than a scuffle. Does it hurt?" 
 
    No, not at all. But he couldn't get the words to come, was afraid to open his mouth for fear of what might come out.  
 
    Afraid he'd ask if she wanted to kiss it and make it better. And wouldn't that be the absolute worst thing he could say? So he just shrugged then stepped around Cindy and opened the door for her, waiting as she settled into the front seat. He handed her the backpack then hurried around to the driver's side, backing out of the driveway a little too fast. 
 
    Afraid she might change her mind. 
 
    They didn't talk much on the drive back to his place, but they didn't need to. The silence was a comfortable one, filled with the soft sounds of country music floating from the speakers. Ethan glanced over at her every few minutes, watching without being obvious. She wasn't fidgeting, not like she was the last time he'd seen her. She wasn't twisting her hands in her lap and her gaze wasn't bouncing from one thing to another to another. In fact, she almost seemed…serene. Calm.  
 
    He came to a stop at the light outside the complex where he lived then looked over, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I like your hair, by the way. I should have said something earlier." 
 
    Cindy reached up with one hand and smoothed it over her sleek hair. It was just a little shorter now, the ends curled up in a loose carefree style instead of hanging straight and limp. He had no idea what kind of style it was but it looked good on her. Kind of loose, swinging when she moved her head. Almost…upbeat. 
 
    He bit back the snort. Upbeat? Hair wasn't upbeat. What the hell was wrong with him?  
 
    Cindy finally lowered her hand and glanced over, giving him another small smile, this one almost shy. "Thanks. Maggie took me yesterday, said I needed a change. She was right." 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes. Regret? Sorrow? Impatience? Ethan couldn't tell. And then the light changed and he had to turn, had to pay attention to where he was driving until he pulled up in front of the building housing his condo. 
 
    It was an older place, not as big or fancy as a condo he could get downtown. But the complex was small, no more than ten buildings that housed three large units each, one on each floor. Originally an old apartment complex, the renovated white stone buildings were surrounded by mature trees and backed up to a wooded park that had a jogging trail. It was quiet, peaceful. And the corner unit he owned was on the bottom, giving him the added benefit of more outside space.  
 
    Not that he was home that often. 
 
    He glanced over at Cindy and wondered what she thought of it. She'd been here before, of course, but he had never asked her opinion. Maybe it was too old for her, too outdated or not modern enough.  
 
    Maybe he should think about moving. There were plenty of options downtown. Maybe she'd prefer one of those sleek high-rises that overlooked the Inner Harbor. Not that he was going to ask her to move in or anything. But still, maybe he should give it some thought. 
 
    "I've always loved this place. It's so peaceful here." 
 
    And maybe he should just stop thinking stupid thoughts. Move? No, he didn't want to move. And he was glad Cindy liked his place. 
 
    For whatever reason—reasons he probably shouldn't even be thinking about. 
 
    He climbed out of the car and hurried around to the other side, but Cindy was already getting out. She tossed the backpack over her shoulder and gave him another shy smile as they headed toward his building. Then he was unlocking the door, holding it open for her as he palmed the switch to turn on the lights against the encroaching darkness. 
 
    Cindy stepped past him, into the living area. She dropped the backpack onto the overstuffed chair then stood there, looking around. Ethan gave the room a quick glance, making sure there weren't any dirty dishes laying around. No, it was clean. He hadn't been home for over a week and the cleaning service he used had been there just yesterday. Even he couldn't make that big of a mess that fast. 
 
    Not that he ever did. 
 
    He turned to watch Cindy, saw the way she was still looking around, like this was the first time she'd seen the place. And he suddenly wondered what she thought of it. Too masculine? Too bare? 
 
    The furniture was comfortable, the sofa and loveseat and matching chair upholstered in a soft brown leather that reminded him of an old bomber jacket. And they were designed for lounging, not as show pieces. The tables were sturdy pieces, each made from reclaimed barn wood. A large flat screen television hung on the far wall, just above a gas fireplace. To the right of the fireplace was a narrow table that held knickknacks and pictures. His gaze landed on one and his breath froze in his lungs. Would Cindy notice it? What would she think if she saw it? 
 
    It was of the two of them on the beach in St. Thomas. They were lounging side by side, tropical drinks in their hands and smiles on their faces. His arm was draped around Cindy as she rested her head against his shoulder. Brad had taken it with his cell phone, along with at least a hundred more that week. Ethan had pestered him for a copy, finally resorting to physical threats until Brad laughed and sent it to him. 
 
    If Cindy noticed it, she didn't say anything. Was that a good thing or not? Ethan wasn't sure. Part of him wanted to point it out, just to see what her reaction would be. Would she smile? Or would she shy away from him, thinking it odd that he had their picture on display? 
 
    No, better to just leave well enough alone and save himself from any possible disappointment. 
 
    He moved through the living room and turned into the kitchen, talking to her over his shoulder. "Did you want anything to drink? Soda? Tea? Water? I think I have something of everything in here." 
 
    "No thanks, I'm fine." 
 
    Ethan backtracked and returned to the living room, stopped and shoved his hands into his pockets. "Did you want to take your jacket off? Unless you're cold. I mean, if you're cold I can turn the heat up. Or start the fireplace." 
 
    He nodded toward the fireplace then inwardly cringed, knowing she'd probably see the picture if she looked over. But he was worried over nothing because she didn't look, just shrugged out of her coat and handed it to him. He took it, tried not to jump back when their fingers touched, then hung it on the rack by the front door. 
 
    Cindy lowered herself to the sofa, her gaze lowered to her lap. She placed her hands on either leg, rubbing her thighs for a few seconds before suddenly stopping and folding her hands in her lap. Ethan stayed where he was, not sure if he should take a seat next to her, or on the loveseat. Or maybe in the chair, which was even further away. 
 
    Cindy finally looked up at him, then reached out to pat the cushion next to her. "You can have a seat. I won't cringe. Honest." 
 
    Ethan wasn't sure what to make of her words. Her lips curled up, just briefly, almost like she was smiling—or trying to. It was good that she was joking, right? Yes, of course it was.  
 
    He finally nodded and took a seat, shifting sideways so he could look at her. Her eyes met his then darted away. 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want anything to drink?" 
 
    "I'm positive." 
 
    "Okay. But if you do, just let me know—" 
 
    "I don't want anything to drink." She hesitated, drew in a quick breath, and tried to smile. "But I do kind of have a question for you." 
 
    Ethan sat back, trying not to frown. "A question?" 
 
    "Well, more like a favor, I guess." 
 
    "A favor?" 
 
    "Yeah. I mean, you can say no, I understand. It wouldn't be a big deal. So you shouldn't be afraid to say no." 
 
    Ethan leaned forward, his hand reaching for her. He dropped it at the last second, barely brushing her shoulder. Did she notice? Maybe. Maybe not. "I think I can handle a favor. That's what friends are for, right?" 
 
    A shadow passed across her face and she looked away. She ran her teeth across her lower lip, biting down for a second before glancing over at him again. Just a quick glance, their eyes barely meeting. "Friends. Yeah. That, um, might be why you say no. And honest, I totally understand if you do. It won't—it won't freak me out or upset me if you do, so—" 
 
    "Cindy, stop." He shifted closer, his leg not quite brushing against hers, and smiled. "Whatever it is, I'll do my best to do it. Okay?" 
 
    She finally nodded, her gaze lifting to his—and holding it. Beautiful eyes, so deep a green, they took his breath away. But it wasn't just her eyes that made his heart slam into his chest—it was what he saw in them. Hope. Fear. Trepidation and hesitation. But mostly hope, its glow flickering like a candle ready to sputter out, its flame spent. He didn't want it to go out. He wanted to fan it to life, to watch it grow and burn bright as it chased away everything else. 
 
    Cindy breathed in, slow and deep, like she was mentally preparing herself for…something. But her gaze never wavered from his, not even when she slowly reached out and rested one trembling hand against his thigh. 
 
    "I—I want you to touch me." 
 
    Ethan swallowed, wondering if his heart had just shot through his chest. It must have, as hard as it knocked against his sternum. He cleared his throat, prayed his voice wouldn't crack. "T-touch you? You mean, like, hold you?" 
 
    "No. Yes. I mean—" She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, opened them. "I mean…I want you to touch me. Like you did in St. Thomas." 
 
    Ethan blinked, afraid he was hearing things. Afraid he was dreaming. Afraid to so much as move. He looked into Cindy's eyes and felt time screech to a halt around them. 
 
    And what he saw in their depths made the breath leave his lungs in a rush. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I want you to touch me. Like you did in St. Thomas. 
 
    Ethan repeated the words to himself, certain he had heard wrong. They were nothing more than a figment of his imagination. Nothing more than months of wishful thinking culminating in an auditory hallucination. 
 
    I want you to touch me. Like you did in St. Thomas. 
 
    No. No way had Cindy just said that. It was his imagination, that was all. 
 
    Except Cindy was sitting there, her full lower lip pulled between her teeth, a look of anxious expectation on her face. And when he looked into her eyes… 
 
    Ethan swallowed again. The look in her eyes slayed him. It was more than just that small glimmer of hope. It was…he didn't know what it was, only knew that it sent his pulse racing as tenderness washed over him. 
 
    Was she really asking him what he thought she was asking him? Yes, she was. 
 
    But he still couldn't move. He was afraid to, afraid if he moved, it would be to pull her into his arms and never let her go. To claim her mouth with his in a fierce kiss that would leave no doubt about how he felt and what he wanted. He couldn't do that, not yet. Fuck, the last thing he wanted to do was scare her, and that's exactly what would happen if he moved. 
 
    If he so much as twitched a single muscle. 
 
    But he must have been too still, too quiet, because the hope he had glimpsed in Cindy's eyes faded, replaced with something darker. She looked away as a blush stained her cheeks, pushed off the sofa and hurried over to the chair where she had tossed her backpack moments earlier. Each movement was jerky, uncertain. She muttered to herself, the words too low and too fast for him to make out. Then she headed toward the door. 
 
    Ethan shot from the sofa and moved after her. He wanted to grab her, to fold his hand around her slender wrist and pull her into his arms. But he couldn't, not when he was afraid to touch her.  
 
    "Cindy. Wait." 
 
    She shook her head, not looking at him as she reached for the door knob. Her hand slipped off and she tried again. "No. It's okay. I'm sorry. I wasn't—" 
 
    "Cindy. Stop. Please." Ethan hesitated then slowly reached for her, resting his hand on her shoulder. She stiffened, as he expected, but only for a second. And it felt different somehow, more like she was just embarrassed instead of anxious or afraid. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. "Come back to the sofa so we can talk—" 
 
    "No, it's okay. We don't need to talk. I think I said enough already. It was a stupid idea and—" 
 
    "Come on. Let's talk." He slid his hand down her arm, wrapped it around her own slender one. He threaded his fingers with hers then tugged. She hesitated then slowly turned and let him lead her back to the sofa. He took a seat and breathed a sigh of relief when she sat next to him, their hands still wrapped together, their legs brushing. She didn't pull away, but she wouldn't look at him, either. Her hair fell in front of her face, hiding it. Hiding her eyes, hiding what she was thinking, what she was feeling. But he could feel the slight trembling in her fingers. Was it from nerves? Embarrassment? Anxiety? 
 
    "Talk to me." 
 
    "No." She shook her head, the fall of hair still hiding her face. "It was dumb. Just forget I said anything." 
 
    "Um, yeah. Easier said than done." He tried to make his voice light but the words came out a little too husky. Did she notice? He couldn't tell.  
 
    He kept hold of her hand and shifted, moving so he could see her better. Then he reached out with his other hand and brushed the hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. His fingers lingered in her hair, so soft against the rough flesh of his hand. Warm, almost alive. 
 
    He swallowed back a sigh and moved his hand, let it drop to his lap. Cindy didn't move, not even to look at him. A blush still stained her cheeks, though not as bright as moments earlier. And she didn't look like she wanted to talk—about anything. There was no way he could let this conversation drop, though. He needed to know what she meant, why she had asked.  
 
    Needed to know why, period. 
 
    He ran his thumb across the back of her hand, just a gentle caress against her soft skin. She didn't stiffen, didn't try to pull away. He searched his mind for the right words, afraid of saying the wrong thing. But he didn't know how to finesse words, wasn't sure how a situation like this could even be finessed.  
 
    So he said a silent prayer and hoped he wouldn't fuck this up. 
 
    "So. I'm guessing you don't need me to rub sunscreen on your back, huh?" Ethan breathed a sigh of relief when the corner of her mouth tilted up just the tiniest bit. She shook her head. She still wasn't looking at him, but maybe that would make this easier—for both of them.  
 
    "Okay. I, uh, just wanted to check, just in case. So, since you're not talking about sunscreen, I'm guessing you mean, um—" He cleared his throat, felt his own face grow warm as he tried to decide what word to use. Fuck? No, never. It was too crass, too harsh—and didn't even come close to what they had done. Sex? Too impersonal. Make love? That's what he wanted to say, because that's what they'd done in St. Thomas: made love. Even that first night on the beach, where anyone could have walked up on them. He'd been making love to Cindy. Did she see it that way? He didn't know. Would the words spook her? Maybe he shouldn't use them, just in case.  
 
    He cleared his throat again, wondering why he was suddenly so nervous. "You mean, uh, sex. Right? Unless I'm a total ass and completely reading into things here and—" 
 
    "You're not. Reading into things, I mean." The blush on her face deepened. She tilted her head, her gaze sliding to his for a brief second before she looked away again. "Or being an ass." 
 
    "Okay. Good. That's good. I just wanted to make sure we were, you know, on the same page and everything." So now what did he say? Why. That's what he needed to know, needed to ask. There was a reason she was asking, a reason she wanted to do this. As much as he wanted to believe it was because she wanted him—needed him—as much as he wanted and needed her, he knew that wasn't the case. So yeah, he had to ask. Had to know. And wasn't this a first? Asking a woman why she wanted to have sex with him. 
 
    Yeah. Real funny. Ha ha. 
 
    "Do you mind if I ask why?" 
 
    She was quiet for a long moment—so quiet, Ethan wasn't sure she would answer. Then she turned to look at him, her fingers tightening around his for a brief second. Her eyes met his then darted away, focusing on something over his shoulder. Fair enough. Even he wasn't sure he'd be comfortable with direct eye contact right now. 
 
    "I met with my therapist this morning. She asked about my anxiety." She paused, looked at him, looked away. "I mean, how I freak out when people touch me. And I told her how…how I didn't. The other week. With you." 
 
    "Okay." Ethan waited, finally nodding for encouragement. Cindy shifted, her leg brushing against his. But she didn't move away. 
 
    "She, uh, I mean we…I wasn't sure if—" She stopped and dipped her head, her teeth pulling on her lip for a brief second. "I thought that maybe, you know, that maybe we—you and me—that we could see if…if I was comfortable with…more." She stammered the last few words, a blush staining her cheeks bright red. Ethan watched her, wondering if he heard the words right as disappointment welled deep inside. 
 
    He pushed the disappointment away, forced a small smile to his face before he spoke. "You mean like an experiment?" 
 
    Her head flew up, her eyes widening as their gazes met. She shook her head, sending her hair flying around her face. "No! No, not like that. I didn't mean—no, not like that." 
 
    "Then what?" 
 
    "I just—" She took a deep breath and dropped her head. She tugged her hand, trying to pull it away from his. Ethan tightened his fingers around hers, refusing to let go. 
 
    "Just what?" 
 
    "I—never mind. It was stupid. I was being stupid. It's not important." 
 
    "Cindy." He said her name, his voice barely more than a whisper. She wouldn't look at him, though, so he reached out and tucked two fingers under her chin, gently raised her head until she would look at him. "It is important. And if it's important to you, then it's important to me. Tell me: why?" 
 
    Her eyes filled with hope and fear, pain and uncertainty, as they searched his. Each glimmer of emotion acted like a knife to his heart. And he realized that it didn't really matter why, not really. Not when he knew he would do anything for her, anything she asked of him. 
 
    He ran his thumb across her lower lip, heard her swift intake of breath at the light caress. He shifted, moving closer, then leaned forward, his eyes never leaving hers. Watching, waiting. Making sure this was something she really wanted, that his touch wouldn't scare her or hurt her. Her lids fluttered shut as he pressed his mouth against hers. Light, gentle, just the briefest meeting of their lips before he pulled away. 
 
    But not before he felt her shudder, not before he heard her sigh as she leaned against him and placed her hand high on his chest. 
 
    He swallowed, cleared his throat against the sudden thickness. "Like that?" 
 
    She shuddered again then opened her eyes. So deep, so green. And filled with hope, that glimmer burning a little brighter. Ethan waited for her to look away, waited for her to pull away. But she didn't. She leaned closer, ran her tongue across her lips, and nodded. 
 
    "Like that. I…I feel when I'm with you, Ethan. Even back…back in St. Thomas. I felt. More than ever before. And I want to feel that again. Please." 
 
    The words stunned him, made his pulse race even faster as the blood thrummed through his veins. Did she have any idea what those words did to him, how they made him feel? No, she couldn't. And he couldn't tell her. 
 
    But he could show her. 
 
    He captured her chin in his hand, lowered his mouth to hers, and kissed her. Soft and warm, still gentle, lingering. She sighed against his mouth and he swept his tongue in. Slow, hesitant, waiting for some sign that she changed her mind, that the kiss was too much. 
 
    But the only sign was the press of her body against his. Her arms wrapped around his neck, holding him closer as the kiss deepened. Hotter, wetter. Claiming instead of exploring.  
 
    And then it was too much for him. He wanted more, needed more. Had been waiting for this for months, ever since St. Thomas. Before then, even. 
 
    He gentled the kiss and tried to pull away, tried to put distance between them—if only for a second, just long enough for him to regain his mental balance. But Cindy clung to him, her mouth inches from his, her gaze so beautifully intense as she looked at him. 
 
    "Make love to me, Ethan. Please. I need you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I need you. 
 
    The words whirled through her head, over and over like the refrain of a song. But they weren't just in her head. No, the plea hung in the air between them. Quiet. Vulnerable. And oh God, had she really said them out loud? Had she really just told Ethan she needed him? 
 
    She had. And she meant it, more than anything else she had said in a long time. She needed Ethan, needed him more than she had ever realized. 
 
    More than she was willing to admit, even to herself, even now. They made her vulnerable, opened up a piece of herself that she had never intended to open, had never even realized was there. But they were true and she couldn't take them back, didn't know how to.  
 
    And she didn't know how Ethan would react. 
 
    He didn't move, didn't even blink as he looked at her with those smoky blue eyes. Their color darkened, his gaze growing deeper as he just sat there, watching her. She wanted to look away, wanted to hide what she was thinking and feeling—the hope, the fear, all of it. But she wouldn't do that, wouldn't hide this from Ethan. Couldn't hide from him. 
 
    But oh God, what if he saw too much? And what if he decided he wanted no parts of it? No parts of her? Yes, they were friends. Yes, they had shared something down in St. Thomas, something that never had a chance to grow. Had it died already? Withered and faded away from lack of attention? What if her mind had been playing tricks on her, even then? What if she only imagined how things were between them? What if it had meant more to her than it did to him? 
 
    Fear sliced through her, freezing her in place when all she wanted to do was run away. How could she have been so naïve? So trusting? No, Ethan would never do anything to hurt her…but that didn't mean he wanted the same things. 
 
    Her body tensed and she started to pull away, an apology hovering on her lips. Ethan tightened his hold on her hand and leaned forward, his mouth closing over hers once more. 
 
    Sweet. Tender. Gentle. 
 
    She expected him to end the kiss. To pull away and make some excuse, maybe laugh and tease her, say something to take away the sting of rejection. But he didn't pull away. He didn't end the kiss. 
 
    He deepened it. Still tender, still gentle as his tongue swept inside her mouth. Slow, almost cautious, like he was giving her time to change her mind.  
 
    Her heart cracked just a little. No, not cracked. Not in that sense. It grew, fighting against the hard shell that had formed around it these last few confusing months. That was what cracked—that protective shell that let her hide, that allowed life to move past her while she stayed hidden. 
 
    She didn't want to hide anymore. Didn't want life to pass her by. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe in a few hours—or tomorrow or next week—she'd find herself in the darkness again. Hiding. Withering.  
 
    But not now. Not here. Not when Ethan's kiss was breathing life back into the shell she had become. 
 
    He captured her face with both hands, his palms warm and reassuring against her skin as he held her. Kissed her. So deep, so tender. Her pulse soared as a shudder washed over her, prickling her skin. The shudder faded, replaced by a thousand pinpricks of light, each one blasting a tiny hole in the armor that had formed around her. The holes grew, weaknesses in an armor she no longer wanted, no longer needed. Not here, not with Ethan. 
 
    The armor—that black shell that had imprisoned her—shattered in an explosion of light that left her reeling. She curled her hands in Ethan's shirt and collapsed against him, her breath rushing from her. 
 
    He pulled away, his dark brows lowering over heavy-lidded, smoky eyes. She saw the concern there, saw his own fear and knew he was worried he'd somehow hurt her. She shook her head, slid her mouth across his.  
 
    "Don't stop. Please." 
 
    He hesitated and she kissed him again, trying to reassure him without words. His hands dropped to her shoulders, slid down her back and wrapped around her waist. Then she was moving, flying, safe in Ethan's hold as he lifted her from the sofa and carried her back to his bedroom. 
 
    He placed her in the middle of the large bed. So gentle and with so much care, like she was a fragile present to be treasured. Her heart beat faster, heavier in her chest, her blood heating under his gaze. 
 
    He pressed a gentle kiss against her mouth then stepped away, his gaze raking the room with a look close to panic. No, not panic—determination. He moved to his closet, rummaged through it and came out with two dusty candles. He placed them on the dresser across from the bed then gave her a small, crooked grin before turning back and lighting them. 
 
    She swallowed against the tears forming in her eyes at the gesture, glad he couldn't see her. Then he was back by her side, his hip pressed against hers as he looked down at her. So much tenderness, so much concern. He reached down, brushed a few strands of hair from her face, smiled again.  
 
    "You need to tell me if I'm—if I'm doing anything wrong. If I'm hurting you or if you change your mind. It's okay if you change your mind, don't be afraid—" 
 
    Cindy pushed up on one elbow and placed a finger over his mouth, silencing him. "You would never do anything to hurt me, Ethan. And I would never be afraid of you."  
 
    Something flashed in his eyes, gone before she could decipher it. Then his mouth was on hers again. Still soft and tender but also claiming. Possessing. She wrapped her arms around his neck and surrendered to his touch. 
 
    Surrendered to the emotion rolling over her. Surrendered to the fire he was slowly stoking inside her. 
 
    Gentle, so gentle as his hands moved down her sides, slid across her waist. Cool air brushed against the flesh of her stomach as he dragged the sweater up. She sighed at the touch of his hand against her skin, his fingers trembling. Moisture welled in her eyes at the sensation and she squeezed them tighter, hoping he wouldn't see, wouldn't notice. Afraid if he did, he'd think the tears were caused by something else. 
 
    He broke the kiss, just long enough to ease the sweater over her head. Then his mouth was on hers again, the kiss deeper than before. Heat grew inside her. Passion. Need. Desire. Strong, so strong, pushing everything else away. All the fears, the doubts, the worries. All of it, gone, fading away under the gentle onslaught of Ethan's kiss. 
 
    His hands, so large yet so gentle, caressed her, the touch soft and feather-light. Each caress of his trembling touch ignited a flame of desire against her skin, making her burn with need.  
 
    Cindy clasped his shoulders with her hands, needing…more. Needing him. To touch him. Feel him. Taste him. She moaned, the sound a soft sigh of need, and reached for his shirt, her own fingers shaking as she grabbed the hem. 
 
    Ethan's hand closed over hers, stopping her. He pulled away, his eyes dark with desire as he shook his head. 
 
    "No. This is about you." 
 
    "But I—" 
 
    "You."  
 
    His mouth claimed hers once more, deep and thrilling. Then he trailed his lips across her jaw, her throat, back to the sensitive spot below her ear. A shudder claimed her as liquid fire moved through her veins. Heat pooled between her legs and she sighed again, moving against him. 
 
    Need. Desire. Strong and powerful.  
 
    Ethan didn't stop kissing her, didn't stop touching her. Soft, gentle, lavishing tender attention over every inch of her skin. He reached behind her, unhooked the clasp of her bra and slid it down her arms. 
 
    Her back arched as his mouth closed over one tight nipple. She moaned again, her legs moving against the bed as she cupped the back of his head with one hand. Her fingers played in his hair, marveling at the soft thickness. 
 
    And then he moved to her other breast, pulling the nipple deep into his mouth. Her back arched again as another moan ripped from her. Low and urgent, filled with need. But he didn't stop and the heat between her legs grew, a fire that roared out of control, needing… 
 
    Needing Ethan. 
 
    Words rushed from her mouth, hoarse and rambling, making no sense. Ethan raised his head, those smoky eyes filled with promise as his gaze met hers. He said something but Cindy couldn't make out the words, not above the roar of her blood, not through the haze of need that shook her. 
 
    And then Ethan looked away, his mouth dropping to the flesh of her abdomen as he kissed his way down, down to the waistband of her pants. He pushed to his knees beside her, his gaze intent as he removed each boot and tossed them to the floor. Then his hands were on her waist, his fingers dipping into the waistband of her pants as he slipped them down past her hips. Her thighs. Down further until he pulled them off and tossed them behind him. 
 
    His gaze raked her body, a slow journey that started from her feet and traveled all the way up, igniting even more heat and need within her. He reached out, trailed the tips of his fingers up her leg. Outlining her calf. Caressing the sensitive skin behind her knee. Trailing fire up her thigh. Her hips tilted, searching, needing.  
 
    Ethan bent his head, his mouth hot against the skin of her leg. He kissed every inch of her, his lips grazing scorched skin, fueling a fire that was already blazing out of control. 
 
    Her hips tilted again, searching, needing. She reached for him, her hands closing over air as he straddled her legs. Her lids fluttered open, her mouth parting on a sigh filled with need. 
 
    "Ethan…" 
 
    His eyes blazed with a heat and need that echoed her own. She saw the muscles of his throat work as he swallowed, noticed the heavy beat of his pulse at the base of his neck. He didn't say anything, just watched her as he peeled his shirt off and tossed it behind him. Her eyes drifted to his chest, to the broad expanse of muscles and the light spattering of hair in the center. She lowered her gaze, following the thin dark line that disappeared into the waistband of his low-slung jeans.  
 
    Need crashed over again. Different this time. Potent. Powerful. Stealing her breath. Could he see it in her eyes? Did he know what she was feeling? What she was asking for as she reached for him? 
 
    He slid off the bed and moved to the nightstand, his hand hovering inside the drawer as he watched her. He hesitated then pulled a foil packet out, held it in his hand without moving. She reached for him again with a soft moan, almost desperate now. 
 
    Ethan stood next to the bed, the condom still in his hand as he watched her. His chest rose and fell, the sound of his breathing harsh. "Tell me you want this, Cindy." 
 
    It wasn't ego she heard in his voice, it was need. A need to be reassured, a need to know that she hadn't changed her mind. And fear—a fear she instinctively knew was for her. Fear of hurting her. 
 
    She tucked her legs under her and pushed to her knees, moving to the edge of the bed. She reached out, placed her hand on his chest, just over his heart. Its beat was strong against her palm, a steady thunder that matched her own. Then she leaned forward and brushed her mouth against his.  
 
    Reassuring. Asking for reassurance in return. 
 
    "I need you, Ethan. Please." 
 
    Her words—or maybe it was her touch—seemed to unleash something in him. His arms came around her, crushing her to him as his mouth claimed hers. Harder this time, possessing, making her his. He broke the kiss and stepped away, shoved his jeans off, and ripped open the small package. He sheathed himself with the condom then reached for her again, eased her back against the mattress. He stretched out on top of her, his body hard and warm against hers. His arms shook as he held himself above her, his eyes deep and intense as he captured her gaze. Held it.  
 
    Her fingers trembled as she reached up and traced the soft fullness of his lower lip. Then his mouth crashed against hers again, hot and wet. Demanding yet giving. And then he was inside her. Filling her. 
 
    Making her whole once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Ethan started awake, his eyes blinking against the darkness. No, not total darkness. Dim light from the living room filtered through the partially closed bedroom door, just enough to dispel the hint of shadow. He rolled to his side, his gaze falling on Cindy. She was thrashing in her sleep, her hair covering most of her face. But he could see her mouth, saw her lips moving in a silent cry. He propped himself on his elbow and reached out with his hand, his touch gentle so he wouldn't scare her. He brushed the hair from her face and frowned as his fingers touched dampness. 
 
    She thrashed again, her head moving from side-to-side as a low moan escaped her parted lips. Was she having a nightmare? Should he wake her? 
 
    He didn't stop to think, just closed his hand over her bare shoulder and gently shook her, calling her name in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    Her lids fluttered open, her gaze empty for a few horrifying seconds. Then she looked at him and her eyes cleared, a sigh leaving her in a rush. She wiped a hand over her face, frowned at it, then dropped her head to the pillow. 
 
    "Is everything okay?" 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded, still not looking at him. "Yeah. I think so." 
 
    "Was it a nightmare? Did something happen?" 
 
    "No." She frowned then shook her head, took another deep breath. "I mean, I don't think so. I—I don't remember." 
 
    Ethan reached for her, wanting to do nothing more than hold her. Protect her. But she stiffened when he touched her and he quickly moved away, disappointment and worry curdling inside him. He pushed the feelings away, cursed at his own selfishness as he muttered an apology. 
 
    She didn't say anything, wouldn't even look at him. The worry came back, flooding him with guilt. Had it been too soon? Touching her? Making love to her? Had he somehow made things worse? 
 
    He shouldn't have listened to her. Shouldn't have let his own selfish desire cloud his judgment when she said she was ready. He should have stopped, shouldn't have pushed, shouldn't have— 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh and scrubbed a hand over his face, not sure what to do now. Not sure how to make things better. He glanced at the clock, frowning at the time. It was early still, not even eleven o'clock at night. They hadn't been sleeping that long.  
 
    They hadn't been together long enough. 
 
    "Do you—" He paused, cleared his throat and forced the words to come. "I should probably take you home now." 
 
    Cindy stiffened beside him again. Had the words come out wrong? Had he made things worse? He shifted, flipped the comforter off and started to swing his legs over the side of the bed. A hand grabbed him, the skin cool against the heat of his flesh. He stopped, looked over his shoulder to find Cindy watching him, her lower lip pulled between her teeth. Then she smiled, just a small one. Hesitant, her lips trembling.  
 
    "Are you trying to get rid of me already?" 
 
    "No!" The answer came too fast, the word too forceful. He cleared his throat and forced a grin to his face. "No, of course not. Not even close. I just…I thought you wanted—" 
 
    "I want you to hold me. Please." The last word was nothing more than a whisper, a soft plea filled with need and hesitation. Ethan stretched out next to her, wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. She rested her head against his shoulder and placed her hand on his chest, over his heart. He reached up and covered it with his own, holding it in place. 
 
    Never wanting to let her go. 
 
    Quiet minutes passed, filled with nothing but the sounds of their mingled breaths and the steady pounding of his heart. Had she drifted off? Gone back to sleep? He hoped so, wanted nothing more than to stay like this, holding her. Comforting her. Protecting her. 
 
    He didn't want to look at the emotions too closely, didn't want to examine how he felt. He didn't need to: he knew exactly how he felt. Knew exactly what he wanted—had known since the first time he met her. 
 
    But he couldn't tell her. Not yet. Not now. Maybe not ever.  
 
    Could he live with that?  
 
    Yes, he could. If he had to. And he would—he would do anything for the woman sleeping so trustingly against him. 
 
    She shifted, tilted her head up—not enough to look at him, but enough to let him know that she wasn't sleeping. He ran his hand over her head, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, wondering if she wanted to talk. 
 
    Waiting, letting her decide. Letting her choose. 
 
    Several more minutes passed before she shifted again, her hand tightening in his. She cleared her throat, tilted her head toward his, lowered it again. 
 
    "Are you, um—are you okay with what happened?" 
 
    He almost laughed, had to swallow the strangled sound. "Me? Yeah. Yeah, I am." He felt her smile against his chest. He tightened his arm around her and took a deep breath, the laughter gone from his voice. "Are you okay with what happened? I didn't—didn't hurt you or anything?"  
 
    Cindy moved again, propping herself up and finally looking at him. The green of her eyes glowed, bright and warm. "No. Not even close. You've never hurt me, Ethan. Never. And I know you never would." 
 
    He wasn't sure how to answer, wasn't sure how to take her words. He tried to control his response, to keep it light and not let her see how much her trust meant to him. "Damn straight I wouldn't." 
 
    A shadow flashed in her eyes. Had he said the wrong thing? He opened his mouth, wanting to take the words back, to tell her what he really meant, how he felt. Then she smiled and pressed a quick kiss against the base of his throat. 
 
    "That's why I asked…I mean, that's why I wanted you to—" She stopped and lowered her gaze, no longer watching him. But he thought he understood. 
 
    Maybe he understood too well. 
 
    He swallowed back his disappointment and forced a lightness he didn't feel to his voice. "That's what friends are for, right?" 
 
    She stiffened but only for a brief second, so quickly he wondered if he imagined it. She rested her head against his chest again, her voice soft when she spoke. "Friends. Yeah, of course." 
 
    Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. What the hell was wrong with him? Why had he said that? It was the wrong fucking thing to say. He needed to tell her no, they were more than friends. She was more than a friend. He needed to tell her that she meant so much more to him. That he wanted more. Now, later. Whenever she was ready. He was here for her. As a friend, yes—but more. So much more. Always. 
 
    But how could he tell her that? He couldn't drop that on her, not now. What if he screwed things up more by telling her? What if telling her scared her so much that she ran away from him—for good? 
 
    And what if all she wanted was friendship? Could he take a chance and ruin what they had, all for a chance at something she might not even want? What would he do if that happened? 
 
    Was it worth the risk? 
 
    Was it worth the risk not telling her? 
 
    He opened his mouth, ready to say…something. But Cindy started talking, her voice quiet, almost thoughtful. 
 
    "When I…a few months ago, when it was nothing but darkness…it wasn't just darkness. I kept seeing images. Just a flash here and there, just something to keep me from totally drowning in the black." 
 
    He tightened his arms around her, simply because he could. "Cindy, you don't have to—" 
 
    "I know. I want to." She pressed another kiss against his chest and snuggled closer to him. "Blue." 
 
    Ethan stayed quiet for several long seconds, waiting to see if she would say more. But she didn't. "Blue?" 
 
    She nodded, her hair tickling his arm. "Blue. I thought—I wasn't sure what it was at first. Then I remembered: water. So clear and deep blue. Remember? When we were in St. Thomas?" 
 
    "I remember." His voice was hoarse, the words nothing more than a croak. Did Cindy notice? He didn't think so. 
 
    "So blue. Everything. The water. The sky. And that's what I focused on. I just kept remembering blue. And that—" She paused, took a deep breath. Her voice was thick when she spoke again, the words almost choked. "That saved me, I think. That was the only thing that stopped the blackness from swallowing me whole." 
 
    Ethan sucked in a ragged breath, fought to get words past the growing lump clogging his throat. "Then I'm glad you had that time on St. Thomas." 
 
    "It wasn't just St. Thomas. I didn't realize that until I started therapy, until the darkness receded. The blue that helped me focus…it wasn't just the sky or the water. It was deeper. Smokier." 
 
    Ethan closed his eyes tight and swallowed, forced himself to breathe. Willed his heart to slow down, willed his body to calm. Cindy shifted in his arms. He could sense her watching him, knew she was looking at him now. He didn't want to open his eyes, didn't want to feel the disappointment he was certain he'd feel when he looked into their green depths and realized he was reading too much into things. That her words didn't mean what he thought they meant. 
 
    Fingers touched his face, their touch feather light as they stroked the stubble on his jaw and gently traced the bandage under his eye. As they carefully caressed his lower lip. He held himself still, afraid to move. Afraid this was nothing more than a dream and that he'd wake up if he moved. 
 
    "It was you, Ethan. Your eyes. It was our time in St. Thomas. Our time together. The way you looked at me. Your smile. That…that's what saved me, I think. Remembering you." 
 
    Ethan forced his eyes open, felt his heart slam into his chest when he met Cindy's gaze. He opened his mouth, ready to let the words come, to tell her…everything. But then her lips were pressed against his, silencing him, seeking something more than words.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and deepened the kiss, claiming her. Losing himself.  
 
    He reached for another condom, held himself still as Cindy took it from him, her fingers trembling as she rolled it down his length. Stroking him, sending pleasure shooting through his body. 
 
    More than pleasure. So much more. 
 
    He tightened his hold around her and rolled so he was stretched out on top of her, the heavy length of his erection poised at her entrance. He grabbed her hands, threaded their fingers together and pulled them above her head. His eyes never left hers, refused to let her look away, holding her prisoner as surely as she held him one. 
 
    "I love you, Cindy."  
 
    She opened her mouth but he silenced her with a kiss, swallowing her cry—and whatever she had been about to say—as he plunged into her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Cindy slammed the door behind her and hurried down the steps, rushing out to Maggie's car before her friend could turn off the engine. She tossed the backpack in the backseat then climbed in and buckled her seatbelt, waving her hand at Maggie, silently telling her to go. 
 
    Maggie frowned then put the car in reverse, backing out of the driveway. An odd feeling of déjà vu swept over Cindy and she frowned. Was she imagining things? Or had this happened before? 
 
    Yes, it had. Almost a week ago, when Ethan had picked her up and taken her back to his place. 
 
    When he made love to her. Made her feel whole again. 
 
    When he made her want to live. And laugh. And cry.  
 
    And when he scared her to death and made her want to run away. 
 
    But she didn't, not then, no matter how much she wanted to. She couldn't, not when Ethan held her in his arms. So gentle, so sweet. Not when he made her feel treasured and wanted and…and needed. Comforted and reassured. No, she didn't run away then. 
 
    And she wasn't really running away now. Not really. This was more of an escape.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Cindy curled her hands into fists and held them in her lap. She wouldn't twist her hands, wouldn't fidget, wouldn't allow herself to do any of those things. She wasn't crazy, and those were things crazy people did. 
 
    Just like your father. 
 
    The words echoed in her head and sent icy shivers down her spine. Her skin prickled under the thick sweatshirt and heavy coat, chilling her even more. No. No, she wouldn't let it get to her. She couldn't, not if she wanted to believe she was getting better. 
 
    And she had to believe that. Had to. Because she was. 
 
    Maggie stopped at a traffic light and glanced over at her. "Is everything okay?" 
 
    "Yeah." Cindy nodded. "Yeah. I just needed to get away from her for a little bit." 
 
    "Her? You mean your mom?" Cindy nodded and Maggie sighed, the sound filled with confusion. "What happened?" 
 
    "Nothing. She just…" Cindy let the words trail off as she looked out the window. Then she sighed and shook her head. "She thinks I'm crazy." 
 
    "She told you that? 
 
    "Not in those words, no. But she keeps telling me I remind her of Dad. That I'm just like him. And we know what happened to him, don't we?" She couldn't keep the bitterness and the hurt from her words. 
 
    Maggie sighed and looked at her, frowning. "Are you sure she meant it that way? Maybe…maybe she meant something else." 
 
    "Like what? What else could she mean?" 
 
    Maggie shrugged and shifted her attention to traffic. "I don't know. It just—it doesn't make sense, you know? I should talk to her. Tell her—" 
 
    "No. No, don't do that. It'll only make things worse." 
 
    "Worse? How can they be worse?" 
 
    Cindy shook her head, wishing she hadn't said anything. Was she reading too much into things? It didn't matter, not really—because she understood. A small part of her did, anyway. She remembered what they had gone through, that time before, when her father left.  
 
    Left? No, he hadn't left. He had killed himself, no longer able to cope with the inner demons clawing at him. Cindy remembered what she had gone through when it happened. And she knew how much harder it must have been for her mother.  
 
    She took a deep breath and looked out the window. "Maybe I am. Maybe she's just worried. Maybe she doesn't realize what she's saying." 
 
    "She should, though. We both know that." 
 
    Cindy didn't say anything else, just watched the cars around them as Maggie moved forward with the slow traffic. She took another deep breath, loosened her fists, then glanced at her friend. "Thanks for picking me up. I know you were probably busy and—" 
 
    "No worries. I needed a break anyway. The formulas were starting to all blur together." 
 
    Cindy smiled. "Just a few more months before graduation, huh? You must be getting excited." 
 
    Maggie looked over and gave her a sad smile before nodding. She pursed her lips, glanced at Cindy once more, then let out a rushed breath. "You could go back, you know. Finish up. It's not too late—" 
 
    "I'm not going back. It's—that's not what I want to do now. Not anymore." 
 
    "But all that time you spent—" 
 
    "I know. It's okay. Really, it is. And I haven't given up on it totally. I'm just…I'm not ready. Not for that field. Later maybe. But not right now."  
 
    "That almost sounds like you have something else in mind." 
 
    "I do. Maybe. I'm not sure. I want to talk to Dr. McCormack first. I was thinking about…about maybe becoming a counselor. Or a mentor. You know, to help out people who are going through the same thing? I think I'd like that." 
 
    "Cindy, that's great!" 
 
    "Yeah, well, I need to ask first. And I'm not ready yet, not quite where I need to be." 
 
    "But you're getting there." It was a statement, bold and confident. Cindy smiled, wondering if Maggie knew how much hearing her say that meant to her. 
 
    "Yeah, maybe. But it's a volunteer thing so I'm not sure…I need to find something to do, you know? I can't just stay around the house, not when that makes things worse. And it's not like I can get a place of my own, since I don't have a job." 
 
    "Move in with us." 
 
    "No." Cindy shook her head. Hadn't they had this conversation before? Yes, a few times. More than a few. But Maggie kept bringing it up, kept insisting. "I'm not moving in with you and Dillon. I keep telling you that. You guys are newlyweds. And as much as I love you both, I am not getting in your way. I mean, I'd be scarred for life if I walked in and saw you two—ugh. Just no." 
 
    Maggie glanced at her for a long second, probably longer than was safe considering she was driving. Then she started laughing, the sound light, filled with relief. 
 
    Cindy looked at her, frowning. "What is so funny?" 
 
    "You. I think that's the most you've said at one time in…I don't know how long." She reached over and squeezed Cindy's shoulder, nearly drifting into the other lane when she did. Maggie put both hands on the steering wheel and looked in the rearview mirror, narrowing her eyes at the car behind them. Then she glanced at Cindy again and smiled. "I think you're back." 
 
    "No. Not yet. But—" She took a deep breath and let it out, felt a small smile on her lips. "Getting there. A little at a time. I hope." 
 
    "You are. Don't doubt yourself." 
 
    "Yeah. Okay." 
 
    They drove a few more blocks in silence. Maggie pulled to a stop at another light then shifted in the seat. "So. Where are we going, anyway?" 
 
    "I thought maybe for a walk. I mean, if you don't mind. Getting out helps. And then, after that, I was wondering…how about a thick, juicy cheeseburger? And a chocolate milkshake?" 
 
    "Ooo. Brain food. I like the way you think. I'm in. Where did you want to go walk? Any particular place in mind? We could go to the high school. Or even back to the campus." 
 
    Cindy looked around, even though she knew exactly where they were. Would Maggie realize it? More importantly, would she say anything if Cindy suggested it? 
 
    She fidgeted in the seat and dropped her gaze to her lap, hoping she sounded nonchalant. "Um, there's a pretty nice jogging trail at a complex not too far from here. Peaceful. Backs up to a park. We, uh, we could go there." 
 
    "You mean to Ethan's?" 
 
    Should Cindy feign surprise? Act like she hadn't remembered? No, Maggie would see right through that. Besides, Maggie knew Cindy had been to Ethan's before. She just didn't know how recently. 
 
    Or what had happened between them. 
 
    "Uh, yeah. Ethan's. I mean, it's close and everything—" 
 
    "We can do that." Maggie glanced in the rearview mirror then moved into the left lane. "You know he's not home, right? They're on the road. Again." 
 
    "I know." Cindy studied her friend, wondered if she had merely imagined the faint trace of sadness in her voice. Had she missed something? She'd been so swept up in her own problems, her own battles, that something could have happened and she'd never know. "Everything okay? With you and Dillon, I mean?" 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    "I don't know. You just sounded…sad." 
 
    Maggie pulled into Ethan's complex and found an empty spot to park, then gave Cindy a small smile. "No, everything's good. I'm still getting used to him being gone. I didn't realize how often he'd be away. Practices. Meetings. Road games." 
 
    "Yeah, but you knew that when you started dating him, right?" 
 
    "I guess I wasn't really paying attention. Makes me wonder how he managed all that and finished his degree at the same time." She opened the door and got out, then smiled at Cindy over the roof of the car. "I guess I got a little spoiled this past summer." 
 
    "I hope so. It was your honeymoon, after all." 
 
    Maggie's grin widened. "Yeah, it was. And speaking of St. Thomas, are you ever going to tell me what happened with you and Ethan?" 
 
    Cindy turned her back on Maggie and started walking, hoping her friend had missed the heat quickly filling her face. She jammed her hands into the coat pockets and focused on putting one foot in front of the other, refusing to even glance at Maggie when she caught up with her. 
 
    "Ignoring me isn't going to work. I know better. So, what happened? And don't tell me nothing did. You wouldn't be blushing so hard if it didn't." 
 
    "Nothing happened." 
 
    Maggie laughed, the sound full of good-natured disbelief. "Liar. Dillon already told me something happened." 
 
    "How does he know?" 
 
    Maggie stopped, her eyes widening in feigned surprise. "You really need to ask me that? Um, hello. Dillon and Ethan are teammates, remember?" 
 
    Of course she remembered. She just didn't think Ethan would have told anyone about it. What else had he said? Would he have told Dillon what happened between them the other night? No, he couldn't have. Not about that. That was too…personal. Too…too frightening. 
 
    For her. 
 
    Maggie stepped closer, nudging her. A look of horror crossed her face and she stepped back, her hand flying to her mouth. "Oh God, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to…" 
 
    Cindy tilted her head, frowning. "Didn't mean to what?" 
 
    "Touch you. I wasn't thinking—" 
 
    "Maggie, it's fine. I'm not—you didn't freak me out." Cindy tried to hide her own surprise, tried to act like it wasn't a big deal. But it was. Someone had touched her and she hadn't freaked. Hadn't stiffened and moved away. And it wasn't the first time, either. Earlier, in the car, Maggie had placed her hand on her shoulder. Cindy hadn't realized it at the time, hadn't given it any thought. 
 
    Tears clogged her throat and welled in her eyes. She looked away, blinking, trying to hide them. Was she finally getting better? Was this another step in the right direction? The heavy grayness no longer hovered at her side, threatening to wrap around her and pull her under. It was still there, lurking, but not as close. And not as often.  
 
    She wasn't fidgeting, wasn't tired and edgy as much as before. She didn't want to crawl into a corner and hide. And she was eating now, was hungry more often than not.  
 
    Small steps, each one barely noticeable, happening so slowly that she hadn't realized it. At least, not as much as she should have. Or maybe she had been too afraid to trust in it, too afraid to hope. 
 
    When? When had she first noticed the small improvements? Last week? Yes, right after spending the night with Ethan. Right after he told her— 
 
    No, it was nothing more than coincidence. She had already been improving, slow improvements here and there. Even Dr. McCormack had told her that, had told she just needed to trust in herself. Being with Ethan had nothing to do with it. 
 
    Unless she had been so preoccupied with what he'd said that she hadn't noticed anything else.  
 
    "Cindy? Are you okay?" 
 
    "Yeah." She turned back to Maggie, forced a smile to her face. "Yeah. I'm okay. I think…I think I really am." 
 
    Maggie covered her mouth with both hands, moisture welling in her brown eyes. She blinked then laughed, the sound small, carefree, filled with happiness. She blinked again, moved her glasses up and wiped a hand across her eyes, then nudged Cindy with her elbow. "I want to jump up and down and scream and laugh and cry all at the same time." 
 
    Cindy nodded, trying to smile and clear her throat and act normal all at once. Maggie bounced closer, pulled her in for a quick hug, then stepped back and looped her arm through Cindy's. Neither of them said anything for a few minutes, not until they reached the jogging trail. Then Maggie dropped her arm and they started walking, their pace not exactly leisurely but not brisk, either. 
 
    They had gone maybe ten yards before Maggie stopped and faced her. "Okay, I can't handle it anymore. What's going on with you and Ethan? What happened down in St. Thomas?" 
 
    Cindy sighed then moved over to the bench at the side of the trail. Is this why Maggie chose to stop here? Probably. She sat down and slid over, making room for Maggie, then focused on the bare branches of the tree on the other side of the trail. 
 
    "Nothing. It was just a fling, that was all. You know: sun, sand, tropical drinks. It just…happened." 
 
    "Really?" Maggie's voice dripped with disbelief. "A 'fling'? It 'just happened'? With the way you two have always been around each other? I'm not buying it." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Just what I said. Dillon and I were convinced something was going on between you two from the start." 
 
    "No, not until St. Thomas. We were—are—just friends." 
 
    "You expect me to believe that?" 
 
    Cindy glanced at her then sighed. "If…if things had been different when I got back, if everything hadn't happened, then maybe. I don't know. But that didn't happen and now…" 
 
    "Now, what?" 
 
    Cindy shrugged, trying to hide her disappointment—and her fear of the words Ethan had said the other night. "Now, we're just…friends." 
 
    "Are you sure about that? Because I know he calls you almost every night. Dillon told me." 
 
    "That's all we can be, Maggie. I can't—how can I let it be anything else, when I'm the way I am? I can't do that to him, can't put him through that." 
 
    "When you are the way you are? What does that even mean?" 
 
    "You know what it means." Cindy looked away, waving her hands in the air, silently encompassing everything that happened these past five months, everything that was still going on, everything that could still happen. "My issues. The depression. The anxiety. All of it. For all I know, I could turn out to be just like my father. I could—" 
 
    "You are not your father, Cindy. Not even close. Don't say that." 
 
    "You don't know that. I could be. I could fall off the edge in the blink of an eye, before anyone knew what happened." 
 
    Maggie rested her hand on Cindy's arm, the touch reassuring. There was understanding and sympathy in her voice when she spoke. But there was something else: resolve. Certainty. "That's not what happened with him. And it won't happen with you." 
 
    "But what if it does? What if I turn out like him? I can't put Ethan through that, not knowing what happened to my mom, to me. I just can't." 
 
    "So are you just going to stop living? Because something might happen? Because the depression might come back?" 
 
    "No. Of course not." 
 
    "Then what are you so afraid of? There's something between the two of you, there always has been. Why not take a chance and see what happens?" 
 
    "Because it's not fair to Ethan. Not when I don't know what could happen." 
 
    "Cindy, so many things could happen. Things change in a heartbeat, you know that. But you can't stop living just because of maybes." 
 
    "But this isn't just a maybe, Maggie. The depression will come back. Next month, next year. Maybe not for five years. But it will come back. This is something I'm going to be dealing with my whole life. Ethan deserves better. Things like this—they can be genetic. What if—what if I pass this down to my kids? I can't do that to Ethan." 
 
    Maggie shifted on the bench, her gaze too intent, seeing too much as she studied Cindy. She took a deep breath, a wobbly smile on her face. "I was just talking about dating, seeing where things went with you two. I guess I must have missed a few things if you're already thinking about kids." 
 
    Cindy's mouth snapped shut and she looked away, her face heating. Had she given away too much?  
 
    It didn't matter, not when nothing could come of it. She took a deep breath and sagged against the bench. She dropped her gaze to her lap and picked at the cuticle of her thumb, wondering how much to tell Maggie. 
 
    Did it matter? No, it didn't. 
 
    She took another deep breath, let the words out in a rush. "Ethan told me he loved me." 
 
    Silence greeted the confession, a silence that went on for so long that Cindy turned her head and frowned. Maggie was frowning as well, her eyes narrowed, her lips pursed. Cindy sat back, caught off-guard by the ferocity in her friend's eyes. 
 
    "Why are you looking at me like that?" 
 
    "Because I'm trying to convince myself not to hit you." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Because you need some sense smacked into you. Cindy, I don't understand. You and Ethan are perfect for each other. You always have been. And if he loves you…how can you just throw that away?" 
 
    "I'm not throwing—" 
 
    "Really? What did you say when he told you?" 
 
    "I—" Cindy's mouth snapped closed and she looked away, the night replaying in her mind. Ethan, telling her he loved her. Then kissing her, silencing her when she hadn't even known what to say. 
 
    No, that wasn't true. She had wanted to tell him how she felt, to say she loved him, too. But she couldn't, was afraid to say it. And then there was no need for words, not while they made love.  
 
    And then it was too late, the moment passed. Or had it? She frowned, remembering the shadows playing in Ethan's eyes as they lay there, wrapped in each other's arms. Had it been too late? Could she have said something then? 
 
    No. Because what she told Maggie had been the truth: she couldn't do that to Ethan, couldn't saddle him with so many unknowns. He deserved better. 
 
    "You didn't say anything, did you? Didn't even tell him your concerns." 
 
    Cindy shook her head, afraid to look at Maggie, afraid of the disappointment she was certain she'd see. 
 
    "I have a question for you and I want you to answer honestly." 
 
    Cindy lifted her head, not quite meeting Maggie's gaze as she nodded. "Okay." 
 
    "If nothing had changed after St. Thomas—if you hadn't been diagnosed with MDD—what would you have done? Would you have kept seeing Ethan?" 
 
    "Yeah. I think so." 
 
    "And if things kept going and he told you he loved you, what would you have done?" 
 
    "I would have told him how I feel." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "That I—" Cindy's voice cracked and she had to swallow, clear her throat. "That I love him." 
 
    Maggie reached out, placed her hand on Cindy's shoulder and squeezed. Cindy looked up, saw the sad smile on Maggie's face. "Then why is now any different? Why would you deny yourself the chance to be happy?" 
 
    "Because it is different. Everything is different now." 
 
    "No, Cindy, it's not. You're still you, the same person you've always been. Don't use everything you've been through the last few months as an excuse to hide from happiness." 
 
    "Excuse? How can you say that, knowing what happened? You saw me, you know what I went through—" 
 
    "I know. I did. And that's not how I meant it. You know me, know I would never think that." 
 
    "Then why did you—" 
 
    "Because I think you're afraid to take a chance on yourself. You always have been. For as long as I've known you, you've always shied away from relationships, always worried about everyone else instead. Don't let fear take away this chance. Don't throw this away because of what you think might happen." 
 
    "It's not that easy. And it's not fair to Ethan—" 
 
    "You keep saying that. But have you even talked to him about it? Told him how you feel? Have you even given him a chance to make his own decision?" 
 
    "I—" Cindy hesitated, not knowing what to say. Then she slowly shook her head. 
 
    "Then don't you think you should, instead of making the decision for him?" 
 
    "What if I do, and end up losing him as a friend?" 
 
    Maggie gave her shoulder another squeeze, her eyes soft and understanding. "What if you do and gain so much more than a friend?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty  
 
    "I don't give a fuck who you fucking think you are. You ever fucking even look at my niece again and I will fucking break your fucking legs. You got that?" 
 
    Ethan leaned against the boards, the stick held loosely in his right hand. He spun it back and forth, tapped the blade against the ice, then glanced over his shoulder. Coach LeBlanc was standing behind the bench, his beefy arms crossed in front of his wide chest. A scowl creased his face, the scar glowing bright red. He leaned to the side, spit, then said something to Coach Stephenson. The other man shrugged, his gaze never leaving the fiasco unfolding on the ice. 
 
    Ethan glanced around, realized that everyone was watching the fiasco. It was kind of hard not to, not with all the yelling and screaming. 
 
    Dillon leaned closer, a wry grin on his face. "You think he'll actually do it?" 
 
    "No. No way. He'd be crazy if he did." Ethan shook his head but there was no hiding the doubt in his voice. Mat Herron slid to a stop next to them, spraying snow over Dillon's legs. 
 
    "What the fuck?" 
 
    Mat glanced down then quickly looked back at up at Dillon. "Sorry, wasn't thinking." 
 
    "No shit." 
 
    "I can't believe Coach has let it go for this long. I mean, dude, really? Not cool." He flipped his stick upside down, planting the butt end against the ice then resting his arms on the blade. "I'm glad Nicole left already. She doesn't need to be hearing this shit." 
 
    "Really? Like she's never heard that kind of language before." Dillon leaned over and knocked Mat's stick from under him. The other man stumbled, quickly regained his balance, then shot a frown at Dillon. 
 
    "Dude. What the fuck did you do that for? And no, I don't talk like that around her." 
 
    "Not unless you guys are doing one of your photo shoots, right?" Derek nudged Mat and damn if he didn't almost fall again. His face turned bright red, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to stammer out a response. 
 
    Ethan rolled his eyes. "Let it go, Porn King. It's not like it's a big secret." 
 
    "Seriously. Especially after you had to show off all those fucking pictures at JP's wedding." Derek ran a gloved hand across his eyes then shuddered. "I still get nightmares remembering it and it's been, what—almost two years?" 
 
    "You're so full of shit." 
 
    "Whatever…dude." 
 
    Dillon moved between Mat and Derek then nodded toward the end of the ice. The yelling hadn't ceased, not even close. "So. My money's on Ian." 
 
    Ethan tilted his head, studying the confrontation. Only inches separated Ian and Corbin, the two of them in each other's faces. Most of the yelling was coming from Ian, his voice moving up a decibel or two each time he shoved his finger against Corbin's chest. But Corbin was holding his own, refusing to back down.  
 
    Randy Michaels and Nikolai Petrovich both stood nearby, casually leaning against the boards behind the net—no doubt ready to intervene if things really did get physical. 
 
    "I don't know." Ethan shifted his stick from one hand to the other. "Corbin's pretty much taking it in stride. And the kid has pretty fast reflexes. I wouldn't count him out just yet." 
 
    "Maybe. But Ian is fucking pissed." 
 
    Derek glanced over. "Well, yeah. Wouldn't you be? It was his fucking niece." 
 
    Mat frowned then shook his head. "I don't know. I mean, the way I hear it, they just ran into each other and he offered to buy her a coffee. I don't see anything wrong with that." 
 
    "Are you fucking high? How can you not see anything wrong with that? She's Ian niece! That makes her off-limits, period." 
 
    "Not to mention that she's only eighteen." 
 
    "Maybe. But Corbin's only twenty so it's not like there's a huge age difference, you know?" 
 
    "Christ, Herron. You're a fucking moron." 
 
    Mat narrowed his eyes at Derek. "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter how old either one of them is. She's still Ian's niece. Which means she's still off-limits." 
 
    Ethan ignored Derek and Mat's bickering and glanced over his shoulder once more. Coach LeBlanc still hadn't moved and Ethan wondered again how long he'd let the confrontation go on. 
 
    Probably until both men got it out of their systems—which could be a really long time, considering how pissed Ian was. Ethan sighed again, wishing they would just wrap things up. 
 
    Dillon nudged him. "What's your problem?" 
 
    "Me? I don't have a problem." 
 
    "You look like there's someplace else you'd rather be. What's up with that?" 
 
    "There is. I have an appointment with my accountant this afternoon. If they don't wrap this shit up, I'm going to be late." 
 
    "Your accountant? For what?" 
 
    Ethan shrugged, trying to act nonchalant. "I'm looking at some investment property. Maybe." 
 
    "You finally going to move out of that crappy condo and into something more modern?" 
 
    "What the fuck is wrong with my condo?" 
 
    "Nothing, just harassing you." Dillon grinned and propped his elbow against the boards. "So what are you looking at?" 
 
    "Nothing. Not yet. Just getting a feel for something, that's all." 
 
    Dillon narrowed his eyes, studying him. Ethan carefully avoided his gaze, not wanting to discuss the details. It wasn't a definite thing, not even close. And if he even hinted at it, Dillon would call him a crazy fool. 
 
    And he'd be right. Maybe. 
 
    No, he couldn't think like that. So what if the idea was a little crazy? Not a little—a lot. Big deal. And he hadn't made a final decision yet, not even close. He still had to see what his accountant said, then talk to the real estate agent and work out more details. Nothing was going to happen that fast—he had plenty of time to change his mind. 
 
    Not that he'd even made up his mind, not really. 
 
    Except yeah, he mostly had. If he could find just the right thing. 
 
    "Hey! Stop zoning." Ethan flinched as a hand waved in front of his face. He didn't bother to hide his scowl from Dillon. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I asked if you booked the flight to St. Thomas for All-Star break yet. You are still going with us, right?" 
 
    "Yeah. Yeah, I'm going. And not yet." Ethan looked away, pretending to focus on his skate as he knocked it with his stick. "I, uh, I'll make the flight reservations tomorrow. I wanted to check and, uh, see if maybe Cindy wanted to go with me." 
 
    "Seriously? You think that's a good idea?" 
 
    "Sure. Why not?" 
 
    "'Why not?' I'll tell you why not." Dillon leaned closer, lowering his voice. "Because she might not want to go. She might not be ready to go. Have you thought of that?" 
 
    "What do you mean, not ready?" 
 
    "Just what I said. She doesn't like crowds, doesn't like people touching her. You know that." 
 
    "She's gotten better—" 
 
    "That doesn't mean you can shove her onto a crowded plane filled with total strangers! You don't think that might freak her out a bit? Ethan, think. She may never be better. Not completely. When are you going to get your head out of your ass and figure that out?" 
 
    "You fucking think I don't know that? I do. And I don't give a fuck, okay? I don't care." 
 
    "Yeah, no shit." Dillon blew out a deep breath and lowered his voice even more. "Listen, I know you care about her. Hell, Maggie and I swore there was something going on between the two of you from the very beginning." 
 
    "I told you, nothing happened until—" 
 
    "St. Thomas. Yeah, I know. Have you even told her how you feel?" 
 
    Ethan refused to look up. How could he, when he knew the answer would be written so clearly on his face? It didn't matter that he wouldn't look at Dillon. Somehow, the other man knew. He blew out another breath and shook his head. 
 
    "Fuck. Well. What did she say?" 
 
    "Nothing." Ethan finally looked at him, not bothering to hide the misery he was certain showed in his eyes. "She didn't say anything, okay?" 
 
    "Nothing? At all?" 
 
    "No, nothing. Now let it go." 
 
    "Maybe that should tell you she's not ready. Maybe you're the one who needs to let it go. At least for now." 
 
    "Not happening, okay? I want her to know I'm there for her. No matter what." 
 
    "I hope the fuck you know what you're doing." 
 
    Ethan was ready to reply, to tell Dillon that he didn't have a clue what he was doing. But Coach LeBlanc must have had enough of the scuffle going on between Ian and Corbin because he stormed across the ice, blowing the whistle the entire time. 
 
    "That's it. I've had it." He moved between Ian and Corbin, separating them. "All of you need to cool the fuck off. We've got three games before the fucking break and I need all of you focused. Laps. Everyone. Now." 
 
    Fuck! Ethan shot a scowl toward the offending pair, not bothering to hide his impatience. He wasn't the only one who was pissed, either. But all it took was one look from Sonny for the grumblings to stop and the feet to start moving. 
 
    He readjusted the helmet on his head and took off down the ice, moving away from Dillon so he wouldn't have to listen to any more advice. He didn't need advice, no matter how well-intended it was. He knew what he was doing, no matter what Dillon thought.  
 
    Just like he knew he might never get what he wanted. But he didn't give a fuck and he wouldn't stop trying. Not when it came to Cindy. Not when she mattered so much to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Ethan rolled the fork back and forth against the placemat, realized what he was doing, and pulled his hand away. He glanced across the table, wondering if Cindy had noticed. No, she hadn't. She was still sitting there, pushing the food around her plate without really eating it.  
 
    Worry wrapped around him as he studied her. Her face wasn't pale, she wasn't fidgeting—except for pushing the food around. She didn't look tired or—and Christ, he hated to use the word, didn't even like thinking it—depressed. If things were getting worse, if she was slipping back into the blackness she had tried to describe to him, wouldn't she look different than she did? He didn't know, had no idea what signs to look for. She had told him that it had been happening in St. Thomas—before then, even—just little slides here and there, things that didn't seem quite right. But he thought she had been fine in St. Thomas, hadn't noticed anything wrong at all. 
 
    No, that wasn't exactly true. Now that he thought about it, there had been one or two times where she had seemed…preoccupied. Maybe a little tired. But he hadn't paid any attention, just chalked it up to too much sun and sand along with too many late nights.  
 
    Was she slipping now? How would he be able to tell? Would Cindy even know if it started to happen again? And if she was slipping back into that hole, what could he do to help her? 
 
    Or maybe he should stop reading into things, stop thinking the worst. Maybe she just wasn't in a talkative mood—something he could definitely relate to, given the conversations he'd had with his accountant and the real estate agent. 
 
    The finances part was good. Better than good. Why wouldn't it be? He didn't spend money, not like some of the guys did, especially the younger ones. He didn't need to. The condo hadn't been expensive and was completely paid off. He helped out with some of the finances back home but even that didn't amount to much. His investments were strong and diversified, growing daily. So yeah, his financial situation was great.  
 
    The real estate situation…not so much. 
 
    He brushed a hand against his chest at the memory of his last conversation with the agent. Fuck, it still made his heart stammer in his chest whenever he thought about it. He hadn't been expecting some of the figures the agent had been throwing around. Not even close. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting but it sure as hell wasn't that. 
 
    Ethan pushed those worries away for now. He'd find something, he knew that. And he'd swallow and bite the bullet and that would be that. Because it would be worth it, that much he was positive about. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    He let his gaze drift back to Cindy, noticed she was still pushing the food around. He forced a smile to his face and nudged her foot under the table.  
 
    "It's not that bad, is it?" 
 
    "Hm?" She looked up, her eyes unfocused. She blinked then shook her head, a ghost of a smile teasing her mouth, there and gone too quick. "No, it's not bad." 
 
    "You sure about that? Because I don't think you've even tasted it yet. I mean, I know I'm not a gourmet cook, not even close. But it's spaghetti and garlic bread. Even I can't mess that up." 
 
    She smiled again, a little longer this time, then twirled some spaghetti onto her fork and took a bite. He watched her throat move as she swallowed, waited to see if she would smile again. 
 
    Or at least pretend to. 
 
    Her gaze met his across the table and yes, she even smiled, just another small one that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Not bad." 
 
    "See? Told you I couldn't mess it up." He took a bite of his own, washed it down with a swallow of beer. Cindy was focused on her own meal, not looking at him. He cleared his throat, lowering his gaze to the brown bottle in his hand. 
 
    "So. I was wondering. Have you, uh, talked to Maggie at all?" 
 
    Cindy started choking, her eyes going wide as her gaze darted to his. She reached for her glass of water, took a long swallow, then coughed. Once. Twice. Once more. Ethan was halfway out of his chair when she waved him off and shook her head. She wiped her mouth with the napkin and shook her head again. 
 
    "I'm okay. Just, uh, went down the wrong way, I guess." 
 
    "Are you sure? Did you want something else—" 
 
    "I'm fine. Honest." She fidgeted in the chair as her gaze roamed around the room, almost like she was afraid to look at him. Was it his imagination, or was her face turning the slightest shade of pink?  
 
    No, it was probably just his imagination. Or maybe it was just from her coughing. Why else would she be blushing? 
 
    "So. Maggie. Uh, yeah, we talked." 
 
    "So she mentioned it?" 
 
    "Um—" Her voice cracked and she reached for her glass, took another long swallow before looking at him. 
 
    And just as quickly looking away. 
 
    "She, um—yeah, she mentioned…something." 
 
    Ethan's heart dropped to his stomach as disappointment filled him. He shoved it away, forced himself not to be caught up in it. So what if she didn't sound excited about it? Maybe he could change her mind, convince her to go. He pasted a bright smile on his face, a smile that almost felt like a grimace. And maybe it was, judging from the way Cindy was now staring at him. 
 
    "You don't think it's a good idea?" 
 
    "I—" 
 
    "Because I do. I think it would be fun." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Remember how much fun we had? It would be just like that. Not as long, I mean it's only for a few days and—" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Ethan's mouth closed with a snap. He finally noticed the confusion on Cindy's face, the way her head tilted to the side as she frowned at him. He reached for his beer and took a quick swallow, trying not to squirm in his chair.  
 
    "What do you think I'm talking about?" 
 
    "You asked if Maggie talked to me." 
 
    "Yeah. Didn't she?" 
 
    "Yes but—" Color flooded her cheeks and she looked away. "I think maybe we're talking about different things." 
 
    "Maggie didn't talk to you about this coming weekend?" 
 
    "This weekend?" Cindy's gaze flew back to his and just as quickly left. "No. We were talking about—never mind. What's this weekend?" 
 
    "What did you think I meant?" 
 
    Cindy shook her head, the blush fanning her cheeks deepening even more. She took a hasty sip of water, averting her gaze when she spoke. "Nothing. It's—it's not important. So. This weekend?" 
 
    Ethan leaned back in the chair, his gaze steady as he watched her. Curiosity bloomed in his chest, pushing some of the earlier doubt away. What had caused the blush on her face? And why was she suddenly interested in the pile of pasta on her plate? She and Maggie had talked about…something. Something that was making her uncomfortable now. But what? Discomfort slowly replaced his earlier curiosity. Maybe he didn't want to know. Maybe he was afraid to find out. It was that fear, just a small frisson, that kept him from asking. 
 
    "It's the All-Star break, so we have a few days off. Some of us are heading back down to St. Thomas, leaving Thursday morning. Just until Monday." 
 
    Cindy looked up, gave him a small smile, then looked away again. "Sounds like fun." 
 
    "Yeah. I, um, I was wondering—" He hesitated, unable to gauge her reaction, unable to guess how she'd react. Then he took a deep breath and plowed forward. "I was wondering if you wanted to go. With me, I mean." 
 
    Silence, heavy and absolute, greeted his words. Ethan held his breath, waiting. Then he waited some more, his lungs burning with the need for air. He inhaled, the sound sharp in the continuing silence. Then he pushed away from the table with a short laugh and gathered up his plate and empty bottle. 
 
    "It was just an idea. No big deal." 
 
    "Ethan—" 
 
    "No, it's cool. Probably short notice or something. I understand." He moved into the kitchen, had to take another deep breath so he wouldn't throw the plate into the sink.  
 
    Stupid move. So fucking stupid. What the hell had he expected her to say? It was too soon. Or maybe too short notice, just like he said. 
 
    Or maybe she just wasn't interested, period. Not like he was. Yeah, they were friends. He had thought more than friends, had honestly thought— 
 
    Who the fuck was he kidding? He should have never opened his fucking mouth last week, should have never told her how he felt. It all made sense now: why she was so quiet, why she seemed so preoccupied. She didn't know how to act around him. Of course not. Why would she? They were friends—maybe even friends with benefits—and he had to go and make more of it than it was. Had to open his fucking mouth and totally fuck things up. 
 
    He scraped the leftover spaghetti into the trash then rinsed the plate in the sink. But he didn't move, didn't put the plate in the dishwasher, didn't bother to turn the water off. He was staring, lost deep in thought, trying to figure out how the fuck to fix things.  
 
    Because he had to fix them. Had to do something, anything, to get things back on track. But on track to where? 
 
    To where they used to be, before…before everything. Before the week they'd spent on St. Thomas after Dillon's wedding.  
 
    Back to just…friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The sound of a foot scraping against the brick tile of the kitchen floor pulled him from his thoughts. He slammed the faucet closed, probably a little too hard, and opened the dishwasher. He didn't need to look to know it was Cindy. Hell, it wasn't like it could be anyone else. But even if his place had been crowded with a dozen guests, he'd still know it was her. He could sense her, could feel her. Like his body was some kind of whacked-out compass that only pointed to her. 
 
    Yeah. Great. Just what he fucking needed. 
 
    She moved beside him, scraping off her own leftovers without looking at him. Ethan took another deep breath and stepped away, trying to be nonchalant about it, trying not to look like he was afraid to be near her right now.  
 
    "You didn't eat much." 
 
    "Neither did you." Her gaze flicked to his then darted away as she turned on the faucet. She turned it off right away and placed the plate in the sink, her sigh heavy in the silence surrounding them. 
 
    "Ethan, I—I think we need to talk." 
 
    Dread raced over him, falling over his shoulders with a heaviness that should have brought him to his knees. He swallowed and tried to smile then looked away. "Was my cooking that bad?" 
 
    "No. No, it's not about—" 
 
    "How about some dessert?" He moved past her, his hand closing around the handle of the freezer door so hard, he was surprised it didn't snap off. "There's some ice cream in here. And I bought some tiramisu from that Italian bakery at the Towne Center." 
 
    "Ethan, please. Stop." Her words were soft, almost pleading. He felt her hand brush against his arm, closed his eyes when she quickly moved it and stepped away. He took a deep breath and silently counted to ten. Then took another deep breath and opened his eyes. 
 
    Cindy was leaning against the counter, her arms braced behind her as she stared at the floor. Ethan crossed his arms in front of him, his fingers biting into the muscles of his biceps, and leaned against the refrigerator. The cold of the stainless steel seeped through his long-sleeve Henley. Good; he needed the cold, needed something to focus on, something to distract him from the overwhelming certainty that he had completely fucked up. 
 
    And that there was nothing he could do to fix it. 
 
    "I shouldn't have asked about this weekend. I'm sorry." 
 
    Her gaze slid to his, her eyes wide, the green filled with sadness. Ethan's heart slammed into his chest and his mind urged him to run away. He didn't want to hear whatever she was going to say, couldn't hear it if he wasn't here. But his feet didn't move; nothing moved, except for the steady thundering of his heart. 
 
    "It's not about this weekend. It's…it's about last week. What you said." 
 
    And fuck. There it was. He clenched his jaw, felt his teeth grind together with the force. He breathed in deep, through his nose, then exhaled. Forced his jaw to relax, forced himself to act like whatever she was about to say wasn't a big deal. 
 
    She kept watching him, the sadness never leaving her eyes. Was she expecting him to say something? Expecting him to make some kind of joke about it, to brush it off? If she was, she'd be waiting a long time. There were a lot of things he would do for her, but lie about how he felt wasn't one of them. 
 
    No matter how much it might hurt him in the end.  
 
    So he just stood there, his arms crossed in front of him, not moving. Not saying a word. Just…waiting. 
 
    Cindy finally looked away, but not before he saw the glimmer of moisture in her eyes. "Ethan, I—I don't know what to say." 
 
    "Then why say anything?" 
 
    "Because I have to. I can't…I'm not ready for anything but friendship. Not yet. Maybe not ever. And I can't let you think—" Her voice broke and she looked away, the sound of her nervous swallow loud in the still room. "This…this thing, whatever it was that was happening between us—I can't let it go on. It's not fair to you, not when I may never be myself again. I…I told you before that I felt broken. And I can't do that to you, it's not fair—" 
 
    "Fair?" The word came out louder than he intended. Too loud, a hoarse boom in the stillness. Cindy jumped and looked over at him, her eyes wide. "Fair? You're doing this because you want to be fair to me. Because you're worried about me." 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed. A frown creased her face and she looked away. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other then finally glanced at him from the corner of her eye. And then, slowly, she nodded. "Y-yes. I don't want—" 
 
    "Yeah, I get that. All noble and selfless and shit. Perfect. Just fucking perfect." 
 
    "It's not like that!" 
 
    "Isn't it? Did you bother to ask what I thought? I mean, what the fuck, Cindy. You think I just tossed the words out at random because the mood struck me? Do you really think I haven't thought about what you went through?" 
 
    "No, I don't. I don't think you realize—" 
 
    "Then you're wrong. I do realize." He pushed away from the refrigerator and moved toward her, each step deliberate. He didn't stop until he was in front of her, until their bodies were separated by nothing more than a few inches of electrified air. He captured her gaze with his own, held it with a strength of will he hadn't realized he possessed. 
 
    "You were right about one thing: we are friends. I did some research on MDD, I understand what you were going through—" 
 
    "You can't, it's not the same—" 
 
    "And I know exactly what might happen. I know you might never have another episode. I know you could slip back into the depression tomorrow. I know it can last for a few weeks or months or even years at a time. I know that. And guess what? It doesn't change a thing about how I feel. Not one. Damn. Thing." 
 
    "Ethan, I—I can't. I'm sorry. I just can't. It's not fair—" 
 
    "Stop. Just…stop." He took a step back, needing to distance himself, needing to gain control of the storm of emotions battering him. "You don't want the same thing? Fine. You want to stay friends or tell me to get lost? That's fine, too. But don't tell me it's because it's not fair to me. At least give me that much." 
 
    "You don't understand—" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I do." Ethan ran a hand over his face, trying to cover his sigh, trying to hide the disappointment in his eyes. He started to turn around, suddenly needing more distance. But Cindy grabbed him, her hand wrapping around his arm and holding him in place. Her eyes shone bright with unshed tears, fear and worry and anger mixing in their depths. 
 
    "You don't. You don't understand anything. And I'm giving you more than you know! Why can't you see that?" 
 
    "See what, Cindy? Tell me. Make me understand." 
 
    "My father killed himself. Because he couldn't cope. Because of whatever demons he had locked inside him. And I saw what that did to my mother, how a piece of her died that night. And I see how a little bit more of her dies each day when she looks at me, like she's expecting me to do the same thing." She dropped his arm and stepped back, her gaze no longer meeting his.  
 
    He took a step toward her, wanting to pull her into his arms, to comfort her. To reassure her. But she shook her head and he stayed where he was. 
 
    "I remember when he—when he killed himself. I know what it did to me. How it felt. The sorrow and the anger and the confusion and the fear. The betrayal. And…and the loss. And I can't—I won't—put anyone I know through that. I won't put anyone I love through that. I can't." 
 
    Ethan's heart slammed into his chest at the words. Was she saying—? No, he was reading into it. He wanted to move, to hold her in his arms and not let her go. To tell her it didn't matter, that none of that changed how he felt. That he'd be there for her, no matter what. But he couldn't move, could barely breathe through the emotion clogging his throat from her words—all of them. He watched, helpless, as tears fell from her eyes, watched as she brushed them away. And he still couldn't move, couldn't speak. Couldn't find the right words to say, didn't know how to make it better. 
 
    She turned around, her hand trembling as she ripped a paper towel from the wooden holder. Her shoulders heaved with a heavy breath then she leaned over the sink and turned on the faucet, splashed water on her face and blotted it dry. 
 
    "I—you should probably take me home. I'm sorry, I didn't mean—" 
 
    "Did your mother love him?" 
 
    She spun around, a frown on her face. "What?" 
 
    "Your mother. Did she love your father?" 
 
    "Yes, of course. That's why she was devastated by what happened." 
 
    "But she knew, didn't she? I mean before. She knew he was sick." 
 
    "Yes but—" 
 
    "But she stayed with him anyway, didn't she? Because she loved him." 
 
    "Ethan, it's not the same." 
 
    "You're right, it's not. You told me he was bi-polar. That's not the same thing. I looked it up." 
 
    "It's not that simple. And that doesn't mean—" 
 
    "But your mother still loved him. Had a family with him. She didn't turn her back on him, wasn't afraid to take a chance. Even though she knew." He stepped closer, held her gaze with his. "And you loved him, too. That didn't stop, did it? Even after—after he killed himself." 
 
    Tears sprung to her eyes again, hovered on her lower lashes. She blinked, but not before a single tear tracked down her cheek. She didn't try to brush it away, didn't even move except to narrow her eyes at him. "That's not fair, Ethan. You know it's not fair." 
 
    "No, what's not fair is thinking that people can just cut off how they feel because of what might happen. What's not fair is expecting people to stop caring about you because you're not perfect." He paused, wondering if he was going too far, wondering if he was pushing when he had no business pushing. 
 
    Wondering if he was destroying a friendship with his words. 
 
    "You want to stay just friends? Fine. We're friends. But do you think that means I'll stop caring? That Maggie and Dillon will just stop caring? It doesn't work that way. That's what friends do, Cindy. They care. And they feel. Are you just going to shut yourself off from everybody?" 
 
    Her frown deepened as she shook her head. "It's not—you're twisting my words. That's not what I meant." 
 
    "Isn't it? Because you can't have it both ways. You can't care about someone and expect them not to care back. Not if they're truly your friend. So maybe you want to think about that for a little bit." 
 
    He didn't wait for her reaction, didn’t give her time to respond. He simply turned around and headed back into the living room, pausing by the end table. He hesitated then muttered a curse before opening the drawer and pulling out a thin envelope. He removed one ticket from it and shoved the envelope back into the drawer. Was he being a fool? Probably. 
 
    Cindy stepped past him, her hand reaching for her coat. He watched as she shrugged into it, watched as she zipped it with trembling fingers. Color stained her cheeks and her eyes were rimmed in red. She finished zipping the coat then looked over at him, a fake smile pasted on her face. 
 
    "Ready whenever you are." 
 
    "Yeah, sure." He closed the distance separating them then shoved the ticket into her hand as he reached for his own jacket. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "An airline ticket for this weekend." 
 
    "Ethan, I can't—" 
 
    "Hey, we're just friends, right? I already paid for it, you might as well go." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "It's just for a few nights. You don't have to stay in the same room. Hell, you probably won't even see me. I'll probably be fishing with the guys. Or something. You can just hang out with Maggie and take in some sun on the beach." 
 
    "I can't—" 
 
    "Yes, you can. You already told me how much you love it down there. Go. Relax. Enjoy it." He took the ticket from her hand and gently placed it in the pocket of her coat. Then he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ears, wondering if the smile on his face looked as sad as it felt.  
 
    "It's just a fun weekend with friends, Cindy. That's all." 
 
    "Yeah." She nodded and dropped her gaze. "Okay, sure. Um, friends." 
 
    Ethan stepped back and held the door open for her, following her out into the dark, frigid night. 
 
    Yeah. Friends. Maybe they'd both believe that one day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Cindy paused just inside the door, her head tilted to the side, listening. She could hear the faint sound of a television, but it wasn't coming from the living room—that was easy enough to see, since the living room was off to her right at eye level. Which meant her mother was downstairs. 
 
    Should she go down? Or just head up the short flight of steps and disappear into her own room? 
 
    She wanted to disappear, even took a step forward to do just that. But something made her stop. Yes, she could disappear. Just curl up with a book or sit in front of her computer and stare at the screen and try to forget the last few hours. 
 
    Try to forget the look of hurt in Ethan's eyes. Try to forget the words. Try to forget the pain she felt when her heart ripped in two. 
 
    Not because of Ethan. No, this was all on her. 
 
    As much as she wanted to disappear, she couldn't. She had to talk to her mother, had to ask her questions. She needed answers. But would her mother give them to her? Or would she just watch her with sadness in her eyes? 
 
    She took a deep breath and descended the short flight of stairs. The basement was divided into three large rooms, with a full bath tucked into the corner. The largest, the one Cindy was in now, was nothing more than a large living area, complete with an old sectional and entertainment center.  
 
    It was where Cindy had spent most of her time, hiding as the blackness swirled around her, pulling her under. This was the first time she had been down here in months. She wasn't sure why, unless it was because of the cold hazy memories. Or maybe it was nothing more than the irrational fear that being down here would allow the darkness to suck her in again. 
 
    She glanced around the room, waiting for her heart to speed up, waiting for her body to break out in a cold sweat. Nothing happened. Of course not: it was just a room.  
 
    Cindy gave herself a small shake and headed to the back. Her mother's craft room was there, off to the left. The television was a little louder now, the sounds bringing to mind a popular police drama. Cindy felt the first hint of a smile as other memories came back, of her and her mom on the sofa upstairs, watching the popular show whenever it came on—either in its normal slot, or as a rerun on the various cable channels. 
 
    Was her mother watching it now, or was it merely background noise? 
 
    Cindy stopped in front of the partially-closed door, suddenly nervous. More nervous than made sense. This was her mother. And in spite of the sadness and worry Cindy sensed coming from her, in spite of some of the arguments they'd had the last month or two, her mother loved her. She knew that. 
 
    So why was she so afraid to go in? 
 
    She took a fortifying breath and raised her hand, knocked it against the six-panel door then poked her head in—just a little. Her mom was curled up on the small loveseat, her legs tucked under her as she worked on a cross-stitch project. She raised her head and hazel eyes, so different from Cindy's, glanced at her from above the rims of her reading glasses.  
 
    She lowered the linen square she was stitching into her lap then reached up and pulled off her glasses. "I didn't expect you back so early." 
 
    "Yeah. Neither did I." Cindy shifted her weight, not quite meeting her mother's gaze. She pulled on her lower lip, wondering what prompted her to come down here. This wasn't a good idea, despite what she thought minutes ago. How could she ask her mother all the questions spinning through her mind? She couldn't, didn't have the courage to, not when she was afraid of the answers. 
 
    She took a step back, ready to say goodnight and disappear upstairs. Her mother leaned forward and placed the folded glasses on the small table, her gaze never leaving Cindy's. 
 
    "Is something wrong, sweetheart? Did you and Ethan get into an argument?" 
 
    Cindy frowned, surprised to hear her mother use his name. She'd never met Ethan before and Cindy couldn't remember talking about him, at least not in any depth. "How do you know about Ethan?" 
 
    Her mother was quiet for several long seconds. Then she sighed and patted the cushion next to her, silently inviting Cindy to sit. She hesitated, then slowly made her way over to the loveseat. But she sat in the other corner, on the edge.  
 
    Afraid to get comfortable. Afraid of staying.  
 
    Sadness flashed in her mother's eyes but she blinked it away so quickly, Cindy wondered if she had only imagined it. She folded the stitched linen into a loose square and placed it to the side, then turned her gaze to Cindy. 
 
    "You've talked about him. Not much, but enough." 
 
    "Enough?" 
 
    "Enough for me to figure out you're more than just friends. Or am I wrong about that?" 
 
    "No. I mean yes." Cindy shrugged and stared at the clasped hands in her lap. "I'm not…I'm not sure." 
 
    "Did you want to talk about it?" 
 
    Did she? No, she didn't. Not with her mother. Not now. She shook her head and took a deep breath, her gaze briefly meeting her mom's before darting away.  
 
    "Can I ask you a question, Mom?" 
 
    "Of course you can. You know that." 
 
    "No, I don't." The words left her before she could stop them. "You've been so…I feel like I've let you down. Like you don't know what to do with me. These past few months, with…with everything…I see you look at me and you look so sad. So disappointed. And so—so scared." 
 
    Silence, heavy and suffocating, greeted her words. The room filled with it, weighing her down, filling her lungs with air so thick, it hurt to breathe. She wanted to look at her mother, wanted to see what was in her eyes, but she couldn't. She was afraid to. 
 
    And then her mother was leaning forward, placing one slender hand on top of Cindy's clasped ones. She squeezed, the touch gentle and almost reassuring. 
 
    "I'm your mother, Cindy. Of course I'm scared. And of course I'm worried and sad. I see what you're going through and it hurts because there's nothing I can do for you, except be here for you." 
 
    "But—you said I was just like Dad." 
 
    "Because you are." 
 
    "So you think I'm crazy? Just like him?" 
 
    "Oh. Cindy. That's not what I meant, not at all. How could you think that?" 
 
    "Because—these last few months. I see how you look at me. I feel how tense things are between us, how we always seem to argue. And you keep saying—keep telling me I'm just like Dad." Cindy finally looked up, doing her best to blink back the tears. "I don't want to be crazy, Mom. I don't want to be like him." 
 
    "Oh, sweetheart." Slender arms wrapped around Cindy and suddenly she was crying, her mother's soft words of reassurance nothing more than gentle whispers in her ears. She was no longer an adult, fighting on her own: she was a young child, being comforted by her mother, being told that the monsters under the bed weren't real. 
 
    Her mother's arms tightened around her for one last squeeze then she sat back, her hazel eyes filled with tears. She reached behind her and grabbed the box of tissues that always seemed to be within reach. She yanked several out and handed them to Cindy, then pulled several more to blot her own eyes.  
 
    "You're not crazy, Cindy. Not at all. And when I say that you're like your father, it's because you are. Just like him. But I never meant it like that." 
 
    "Then what did you mean?" 
 
    "You have his eyes. And his stubbornness. And his irritating way of shutting people out. And…and you have his strength." 
 
    Cindy sat back, the words a physical blow of pain and confusion. "His strength? How can you say that? After what he did? He wasn't strong, he was—" 
 
    Her mouth snapped shut before the word came out, an utterance of betrayal that horrified her. Had she really been about to call her father weak? No, she couldn't have been. 
 
    "He wasn't weak, Cindy. Don't ever think that." 
 
    "But he…" Cindy dropped her gaze, unable to finish. 
 
    "He was sick, Cindy. And in the end, he made the only decision he knew to make. I think…I think you were really too young to understand how hard he fought. How hard he tried." 
 
    "Do you…I mean, did you hate him for that? For leaving that way?" 
 
    Her mother leaned against the arm of the loveseat, her eyes taking on a faraway look. A sad smile hovered on her mouth but minutes went by before she said anything. And when she did, her voice was quiet, hesitant. "I think for a little while, I did. Not because of what he did, though. Because he left. Because I was alone." 
 
    "So you really did love him?" Why was she asking this, when she knew the answer? Of course her mother loved her father. Hadn't she told Ethan that much, earlier tonight? 
 
    But what if she had been wrong? What if her memories weren't really memories? What if it was nothing more than wishful thinking? 
 
    "Of course I loved him. With all my heart. Your father was one of the best men I ever knew. Even now." 
 
    "Even though…even though he was sick? Weren't you afraid of what might happen?" 
 
    Her mother looked over, watching her with a shrewdness that surprised her. What was she seeing? Too much, Cindy thought. She looked away from the probing hazel gaze, trying to hide whatever it was her mother was seeing. 
 
    "There are no guarantees in life, Cindy. Was I worried? Yes. A little. But it was a natural worry, the same kind of worry everyone has for their loved ones." She leaned forward and grabbed Cindy's hands again, squeezing. "Your father was the one who worried, who was afraid to get too close at first. That's another way you're like him. I can see you pushing people away, even more than before. And yes, that worries me. You can't close yourself off, Cindy." 
 
    "But I don't—" She stopped, took a deep breath and wiped a hand across her face. "I remember how it felt when he died. I don't want to do that to anyone. I don't want to be responsible for making anyone feel that way." 
 
    "So you'd rather live your life alone? Shut yourself off from everyone?" 
 
    "No. But—" But what? It was there, the fear, lurking just beneath the surface, ready to sink its claws into her soul and rip her to shreds. 
 
    "Life if full of risks, Cindy. It doesn't come with guarantees. It never has. And if you really want to live, and love, you have to take those risks." 
 
    "Maggie said the same thing. And so did Ethan, in a way." 
 
    "Is that what this is about? Does it have something to do with Ethan?" 
 
    "Yeah. Maybe." 
 
    Her mother sat back again, the weight of her gaze making Cindy look up. Yes, her mother saw too much. And there was no way for Cindy to hide it, none at all. 
 
    "Do you like him?" 
 
    "Of course. He's a friend." 
 
    "Not more than a friend?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. I think…yeah, we could be. He wants to be. I'd like to be. But I'm so afraid of…of everything." 
 
    "Then you have to decide if you want the fear to rule your life, or if you want to live instead." 
 
    "That's what Dad did, isn't it? Not let the fear rule him?" 
 
    "As much as he could, yes. And it helped that he had me. You. His friends. It helped that he wasn't alone." Her mother smiled, the edges still tinged with sadness. 
 
    "So you're saying I should stop worrying? That I shouldn't be afraid?" 
 
    "I think you're always going to worry. And I think there's always going to be a part of you that's afraid—but it's the same for everyone else. It's how you choose to deal with it that makes the difference." 
 
    Cindy nodded. She heard the words, even understood them to a certain extent. But understanding was totally different than acting on them—and that's what she was afraid of the most. Could she take the chance? Could she afford to take the risk, knowing what might happen down the road? 
 
    Could she afford not to? 
 
    "Ethan asked me to go away this weekend. They—a bunch of his teammates—are going back to St. Thomas for a few days." 
 
    "And what did you say?" 
 
    "No. At first. That I was afraid. Then he said we could just go as friends. Nothing more." She pulled the airline ticket from the pocket of her coat and looked down at it, the black ink blurring in front of her. 
 
    "So are you going to go?" 
 
    "I think so. Maybe. Maggie will be there so…" She shrugged and let the words fade into the silence. 
 
    "You don't sound too sure of yourself." 
 
    "I just—" Cindy shrugged again and looked over at her mom. "What if I really do want to be more than friends with Ethan? What if I really blew it?" 
 
    "Then I think you have all weekend to change things." 
 
    Cindy lowered her gaze and studied the ticket without really seeing it. Yes, she'd have all weekend to change things. 
 
    If she went. 
 
    And if she did, would that be enough? Or was it already too late? 
 
    Did she want to let fear run her life? No. But she wasn't sure she had the strength or courage to take that first step, to take that chance, not when there were so many unknowns. 
 
    She closed her eyes, imagining a pair of deep, smoky blue eyes fringed in long, dark lashes. Strength. Encouragement. Friendship. 
 
    Love. 
 
    She'd seen all of that and more in the depths of Ethan's eyes. From the very beginning. 
 
    How could she not take that chance? Could she really give up without even trying? 
 
    She couldn't answer that, not just yet. Not with the fear still so close to the surface. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Ethan sat on the edge of the seat, his leg bouncing up and down, moving faster with each passing minute. He glanced at his watch, frowned, looked back up and searched the waiting area. The crowd had grown in the last fifteen minutes. Each seat by the gate was taken, most of the occupants busy reading magazines or looking at their phones or even working on their laptops. And who the fuck took a laptop to the Caribbean? 
 
    Even more people stood around, clustered in small groups, talking in low tones or looking around impatiently. Ethan's eyes drifted past the crowd. He leaned forward, stretching, looking past the people waiting and searching the faces of those walking the concourse. 
 
    He sighed and leaned back, his leg bouncing again. 
 
    A large hand clamped down his knee, holding his leg still. Ethan scowled at Dillon and brushed his hand away. "What the hell is your problem?" 
 
    "You are. You're acting like a damn two-year-old with ants in his pants. Relax. There's still plenty of time." 
 
    "Easy for you to say," Ethan muttered. He looked around again, his gaze catching Brad's. The goalie was staring at him, the paper he'd been reading now resting in his lap. Ethan scowled and sat back. "What?" 
 
    "Nothing. Just wondering if you were thinking about pedaling the plane there, that's all." 
 
    "Just…shut up. I don't need to hear it." 
 
    "You need to hear something because I swear to fu—" Brad stopped, looked around, then cleared his throat. "I swear to Christ, if you act like this when we get down there, I'm going to drown your ass." 
 
    "Act like what? I'm not doing anything. I'm just ready to get going, that's all." 
 
    "You are so full of shit." 
 
    "Yeah?" Ethan looked over at Dillon. "And you're not nervous at all? Not afraid they won't make it?" 
 
    "No, I'm not. I know my wife will make it." 
 
    "Really? Because we're supposed to start boarding in fifteen minutes and I don't see her." 
 
    "She'll be here." 
 
    Ethan had no problem hearing the words Dillon didn't say. Yeah, Maggie would make it. But would Cindy be with her? Maybe. 
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    Cindy had sent him a text last night, just a quick one: was it still okay with him if she joined them? Them, not him. He stared at it a few minutes, trying to read into it, trying to figure out if it meant anything other than what it said. Then he typed back a quick reply: sure, no problem. 
 
    Cindy's only response had been a stupid fucking thumbs-up emoticon. Yeah, great. What the fuck was he supposed to make of that? 
 
    Nothing, that was what. Absolutely nothing. 
 
    Then Dillon had called and asked if Ethan could pick them up. Except, when Ethan got there this morning, it was just Dillon—because Maggie was over at Cindy's and would meet them there. 
 
    Did that mean Maggie was bringing Cindy? Or had Cindy changed her mind and Maggie had gone over there to change it back? Ethan didn't know, was almost afraid of the answer. 
 
    He shifted and grabbed his phone from the back pocket of his jeans, frowning as he looked down at it. No messages. No missed calls. Should he text Cindy? Or just wait? No, he should text her, find out now— 
 
    Dillon pulled the phone from his hand and shoved it into the side pocket of his cargo shorts.  
 
    "What the hell?" 
 
    "Leave it alone. Unless you're planning on playing games like Corbin over there." 
 
    Corbin looked up when he heard his name, then quickly looked away, trying to hide his phone. Brad laughed as Corbin's face filled with color. 
 
    "Trust me, he's not playing games. He's trying to get his ass kicked." 
 
    Corbin muttered something in French, the words too soft and low—and too fast—for Ethan to catch. But Brad must have understood because he tossed his head back and laughed, the sound catching the attention of the people around him.  
 
    "Yeah, you talk real big, lover boy. You just better hope Ian doesn't catch you. Or that it's not actually Ian you're texting. For all you know, he could have swiped his niece's phone." 
 
    The color drained from Corbin's face as he stared at the phone, holding it out at arm's length like he was afraid it might reach out and bite him. Then he frowned and gave Brad a look that was surprisingly ferocious. 
 
    "Non. I know I am speaking with Lori. She would not let him do that." 
 
    "Yeah, you keep telling yourself that." 
 
    "Are you seriously texting Ian's niece? After that last talk you and Ian had?" Dillon rolled his eyes in disbelief. "You need your head examined." 
 
    "We are only friends." 
 
    Brad nudged Corbin in the side, hard enough that Corbin jerked back in surprise. "Yeah, right. Uh-huh. Sure you are." 
 
    Ethan watched the byplay, saw the emotion that crossed Corbin's face. He shot the young goalie a sympathetic look, knowing exactly how he felt. 
 
    Just friends, when he wanted more. 
 
    Ethan started to move, thinking that maybe he could sit next to Corbin and give him some advice. Or maybe commiserate. He had just started to stand when a flurry of activity caught his attention. He looked over as Maggie pushed her way through the crowd, her backpack hanging from her arm. She stopped in front of Dillon, blew out a heavy breath, and pushed the glasses up her nose. 
 
    "Sorry. There was an accident on 695 near Security Boulevard. I didn't think traffic would ever clear." 
 
    Dillon rose to his feet and pulled her in for a quick kiss, not bothering to hide the smile from his face or the emotion in his eyes. Ethan looked past them, his eyes searching for a slight woman with swaying blonde hair and deep green eyes. Disappointment flooded him and he pushed it back, told himself it didn't matter. 
 
    Told himself he hadn't really expected Cindy to make it, no matter how much he wanted her to. 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, suddenly drained. No, not drained. Empty. His earlier enthusiasm—as small as it was—disappeared. The idea of spending four nights in the Caribbean with a handful of his teammates suddenly lost its appeal. He didn't need to go on this trip. He could cancel the appointment he'd set up and just spend the weekend around his place— 
 
    The gate attendant's voice came over the loudspeaker, the sound broken and tinny over the noise of the crowd. Ethan couldn't hear what she said, doubted if anyone else could, either. But everyone suddenly started moving, some more slowly than others, all of them anxious to get moving. 
 
    All except for Ethan. 
 
    Dillon leaned down and grabbed his carry-on. Brad and Corbin stood as well, their own bags in their hands.  
 
    But Ethan didn't move. Didn't want to move. Didn't want to go. Not now, not anymore. What should he tell Dillon? Maybe he could say he wasn't feeling well, or that he suddenly remembered something else he had to do. Yeah, because Dillon wouldn't see through that at all. 
 
    Then again, maybe he wouldn't, not with the way he was so focused on Maggie, one arm draped around her shoulders as they laughed and talked. No, Dillon didn't notice—but Maggie did. She tilted her head to the side, her brows lowering over her eyes.  
 
    "Cindy's on her way. She had to stop and use the restroom." 
 
    Ethan was suddenly on his feet, the disappointment from a few seconds ago vanished. "Cindy's here?" 
 
    "Yeah. I thought—didn't she send you a text last night?" 
 
    "Yes, but when I didn't see her, I thought she changed her mind—" 
 
    "I'm here." 
 
    He turned at the sound of Cindy's breathless voice, then had to physically restrain himself from pulling her into his arms. She looked different than she had the other night, when she was at his place. Healthy color filled her cheeks and a small smile hovered around her mouth. Was that excitement in her eyes? Or merely exertion from rushing? He opened his mouth, closed it again, not sure what to say. 
 
    Then his gaze shot to Brad. He was standing behind Cindy, rolling his eyes. Then he raised his right hand up to his forehead, his index finger pointing up, his thumb extending out as he mouthed a single word: loser. Ethan shot him a dirty look then felt his face heat when he noticed Cindy watching him. 
 
    He cleared his throat and moved, positioning himself between Brad and Cindy. Then he jammed his elbow into Brad's gut, biting back a smile at the man's small "oomph". 
 
    "I'm glad you changed your mind." 
 
    Cindy glanced up at him, her small smile shy and almost hesitant. "Yeah. Me too." 
 
    The gate attendant made another announcement and a smaller group of passengers moved forward. Ethan placed his hand in the middle of Cindy's back then just as quickly dropped it. He ignored the odd expression on Cindy's face and motioned toward the gate with a quick nod of his head. "I think this is us." 
 
    "But they called for First Class to board." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. That's us." He stepped forward, waiting for Cindy to follow him. 
 
    "Seriously? First Class?" 
 
    "Yeah. Actually, I think it's more like Business Class but whatever. I need the extra leg room. Didn't you look at the ticket?" 
 
    "No, I guess not." She hesitated, readjusting her grip on the small roller bag, then moved forward with everyone else, stopping to give the attendant her ticket before heading down the jetway.  
 
    Cold winter air seeped into the small tunnel, damp and chilly. Ethan watched as Cindy shuddered and pulled the jacket tighter around her. He moved next to her, offered her a quick smile. 
 
    "Just think: in a few hours, you'll be on the beach, drinking up the warm sun." 
 
    "Yeah." She smiled again then looked away, stepping forward.  
 
    Almost like she was trying to get rid of him. 
 
    Disappointment swept over him again and he pushed it away. Friends. Just friends. He had to keep telling himself that, had to keep reminding himself. And being friends with Cindy was better than nothing. 
 
    He took a deep breath, trying to get into the right frame of mind so he could survive this trip. Maggie leaned forward and said something to Cindy. Both women turned to look at him, then Cindy shook her head and said something back to Maggie. 
 
    What the hell was that all about? 
 
    "Dude. You are so fucked." 
 
    Ethan turned to stare at Brad. "Dude? Seriously? Are you trying to channel Mat now or something?" 
 
    "Usually, no. But in this case, it seemed to work." Brad stumbled like he'd been hit from behind. He glanced over his shoulder then spun around, pulling something from Corbin's hand. "And you. You are not going to be on this damn phone all weekend. I'll throw the damn thing in the ocean if I catch you on it. In fact, I'm taking it away. You can have it back when we get home." 
 
    Corbin reached for it but Brad was faster, jamming it down the front of his pants. A look of horror crossed Corbin's face and he quickly snatched his hand back. 
 
    "Non. You did not—" 
 
    "I did. Yeah. Get over it. You need to be a little quicker next time, Grasshopper." Brad took a step forward, grimaced, then took another step. He frowned at Ethan. "What are you looking at?" 
 
    "Nothing. Just remember, you're the one who shoved it down your pants." 
 
    "Yeah. Whatever. Go already, you're holding up the line." 
 
    Ethan looked around, surprised to see that Dillon and Maggie and Cindy were already stepping onto the plane. He hurried down the jetway, the floor bouncing beneath him as he caught up to them. By the time he made it past the smiling flight attendant, Maggie was already seated next to a window, her e-reader in hand. Dillon was placing their luggage in the overhead bin and Cindy was standing in the aisle, her head moving back and forth between the two rows.  
 
    Ethan hesitated, not sure what to do. Their seats were across the aisle from Dillon's. Did Cindy want to sit with Maggie? Maybe she'd be more comfortable— 
 
    Brad bumped into him with a grunt. Ethan caught himself before he ran into Cindy, then gave her a weak smile when she looked at him. 
 
    "Did you, uh, want to sit with Maggie?" 
 
    "What? Oh. No. No, that's fine." 
 
    "The aisle seat maybe? That way you guys can talk or whatever—" 
 
    "No, the window seat is fine. I mean, unless you want it?" 
 
    "Oh, for crying out loud. Would you two just move so I can sit down and get this damn phone out of my pants before it starts vibrating again?" 
 
    Cindy's eyes widened and a small laugh escaped her. But she didn't ask any questions, just slid into their row and settled into the soft seat. Ethan shot Brad a dirty look, placed his own suitcase in the overhead, then slid in next to Cindy.  
 
    He shifted around, trying to get comfortable. His elbow knocked against hers and he mumbled an apology when he felt her stiffen. And Christ, was it going to be like this the whole flight? With him afraid to move? Afraid of accidentally touching Cindy? Yeah, the seats were bigger. Yeah, the center armrest was more like a console. But he liked to spread out and get comfortable. Was it going to freak her out and make her uncomfortable if he did that? If he accidentally touched her again? 
 
    Maybe. So he'd just have to suck it up and deal with it. That's what friends did. He swallowed back the bitterness that came with the thought, then smiled as the attendant stopped by their row and asked what they'd like to drink.  
 
    He ordered an orange juice then turned, waiting for Cindy. She glanced at him uncertainly then said she'd have the same. The attendant left and Cindy leaned over, her shoulder brushing his.  
 
    "I think I could get used to this." 
 
    Ethan smiled, his first real smile of the morning. "Yeah, it is kind of nice." 
 
    Cindy nodded then settled back into the seat, her arm resting next to his, not quite touching. Her head was turned to the side as she gazed out the window. Ethan tried not to stare at her, tried to busy himself with watching the other passengers as they eventually filed by.  
 
    That only worked for a few minutes, right up until one passenger met his gaze and did a double-take as recognition flared in his eyes. Normally it didn't bother him, especially since it didn't really happen that often. And hell, the way he figured it, the fans were paying his salary.  
 
    But Ethan didn't want to be bothered that way today. Not now. Not this weekend. He looked away and leaned to the side, like he was getting ready to talk to Cindy. She turned her head and their noses nearly bumped. She sat back, startled. 
 
    "Sorry." Ethan muttered the apology then leaned back, his face heat in embarrassment.  
 
    "No. I'm sorry." The words were soft, so soft he almost missed them. He turned his head, his heart slamming into his chest at the expression on Cindy's face: remorse, sadness, regret.  
 
    He swallowed, tried to say something but nothing came out. It didn't matter because she kept talking, the words quiet and hesitant. Her gaze met his, flitted away, came back to his. 
 
    "You were right. The other night. Everything you said was right." 
 
    "Cindy—" 
 
    "I've been kidding myself, thinking that I was doing the right thing. Kidding myself about everything. I was just scared. And I'm sorry." 
 
    Ethan swallowed again, tried to force a smile to his face as he told himself not to read into her words. But he still couldn't stop the faint glimmer of hope that flared deep inside him. "You don't have to be sorry. And I understand." 
 
    "Do you? Really?" 
 
    Maybe. He wasn't sure. But this wasn't the place to ask more questions. Not here, not now. So he nodded and smiled again. "Yeah, really. I mean, that's what friends are for, right?" 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes, something that turned the green even deeper. She looked away and chewed on her lower lip for a few seconds. And when she turned back to him, the expression in her gaze took his breath away. Her hand reached for his, her fingers trembling as they threaded with his own and squeezed. And then she smiled, a small one filled with hope.  
 
    "No, that's what people who care about each other—who love one another—are for." 
 
    Ethan swallowed, searching for words—but he couldn't get them past the lump in his throat. So he didn't say anything, just leaned forward and caught her mouth in a sweet, gentle kiss, hoping that was enough. 
 
    For now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    "So. Are things better?" 
 
    Cindy rolled to her side and slid the sunglasses up her face. She immediately regretted it and pulled them back down, her eyes burning from the bright sun. "Yes, better. Unless I'm just imagining things." 
 
    "You're not. And I'm glad. You two make a cute couple. You're good together." 
 
    Cindy smiled but didn't say anything, not right away. She wanted to believe Maggie, wanted to believe that she and Ethan were good together. But there was still that small part of her, that tiny piece where fear and doubt lurked, ready to claw its way to the surface without warning. 
 
    And she hated it. God, how she hated it. Hated the darkness that had controlled her life so recently, hated the person the darkness had made her become: doubting, fearful, distant. And untrusting, not just of those around her, but of herself. 
 
    Mostly herself. 
 
    She didn't want to be that person anymore, didn't want to be who she'd become. But she was still so afraid of what might happen, so afraid to trust herself.  
 
    No. She wouldn't do that anymore, wouldn't fall back into that trap. She wanted to be who she had been before. 
 
    No, that wasn't right, either. She wanted to be better than before. Maggie had been right: before, she'd always held a piece of herself back, always afraid—because of what had happened to her father. She understood that now. She had to move past that. And she was. Slowly.  
 
    She rolled to her back then adjusted the lounge chair. Not a huge, cushioned, oversized one, like they'd had before. They were staying at a different resort this time, one named after a well-known song. It was still relatively new, maybe only a few years old, with signs of continuing construction going on along the hillside to the right. But it was still nice—better than nice—with spacious rooms and an on-site bar and restaurant and even its own little plaza of shops. 
 
    And, of course, the beach, nestled in a small cove. 
 
    Cindy looked out over the water, feeling the warm breeze mingle with the heat of the sun against her skin. Blue water, so deep and clear it almost hurt to look at, lapped at the beach's edge. She closed her eyes and inhaled, breathing in the scents of salt and coconut and lime.  
 
    "You look so much better. Just in case you were wondering." 
 
    Cindy opened her eyes and glanced at Maggie, noticed the smile on her friend's face. And she smiled back, a real one, filled with the peace she was starting to feel. 
 
    "Thanks. I feel better." 
 
    "I'd say this place fits you." 
 
    "Does it?"  
 
    "Don't you think so?" 
 
    Cindy looked back out over the water, her gaze scanning the deep blue before moving to the craggy horizon on either side of the cove. Green and blue, as far as she could see. 
 
    "Yeah, I guess it does." But it wasn't just this place. No, as beautiful as it was, as calm and peaceful, it didn't compare to what she saw in the blue of Ethan's eyes whenever he looked at her. 
 
    Why had it taken her so long to realize that? Even knowing that it had been his eyes and the memory of his heated looks that had kept her from going under completely all those months ago, she had fought the truth. Hadn't wanted to believe it. Hadn't wanted to believe it was even possible. 
 
    She loved him. And she had for so long, even before their first time here. But she hadn't believed: not in what she felt, not in herself. 
 
    Maggie shifted on her lounge chair and sighed. "I really wish we didn't have to leave so soon. But I'm glad we came. This was a nice break." 
 
    "Then we'll just have to make it a tradition and come back every year." 
 
    "Absolutely. At least once a year, if not more." 
 
    "What are you two planning now?" 
 
    Cindy glanced over her shoulder, a warm smile spreading across her face when she saw Ethan and Dillon walking toward them. Heat filled her, one that had nothing to do with the sun, when Ethan leaned down and caught her mouth with his. 
 
    He cupped the back of her head and swept his tongue inside. Slow, patient. Deep and possessing. Need flared inside her, instant and desperate, as she held onto his shoulders and tried to pull him down.  
 
    He groaned and pulled away, his breathing harsh as he rested his forehead against hers. "I miss that big lounge we had before." 
 
    "I was just thinking the same thing." 
 
    Dillon groaned, the sound teasing. "You two are worse than newlyweds." 
 
    "Bite me." Ethan tossed the words over his shoulder then leaned down for another kiss, this one nowhere near as deep and thorough as the first one. Then he pulled away once more and grabbed her hands, tugging until she stood. 
 
    "Come on. I've got a surprise for you." 
 
    "What kind of surprise?" 
 
    "One you actually need to get dressed for."  
 
    "What?" Cindy watched, frowning as he dug through the oversized beach bag. Sunscreen, her floppy hat, her book. One by one, he tossed them on the lounge chair, muttering to himself. Then he made a small sound of triumph as he pulled out her cover-up and handed it to her. 
 
    "Here. Just throw this on and your shoes and we can go." 
 
    "Go where?" 
 
    "I can't tell you. It's a surprise." 
 
    Cindy pulled the cover-up over her head and exchanged a look with Maggie, who looked as confused and surprised as she did. "Ethan, wait. If we're going somewhere, I need my other bag." 
 
    "What's wrong with this one?" 
 
    "It's a beach bag. It doesn't have everything I need in it." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Well, like my wallet, for one." 
 
    "You don't need your wallet, I have your passport." 
 
    "My passport? Why do you have my passport? Do I need it?" 
 
    Ethan shrugged. "Maybe." 
 
    "If I need my passport for wherever we're going, then I need to change." 
 
    "Why do you need to change?" His eyes raked her, scorching her. He shifted and cleared his throat, not trying to hide the passion in his eyes when he met her gaze. "You look great." 
 
    "This is a beach cover-up. This isn't something you actually wear out." 
 
    "But it's a dress. Kind of." 
 
    "Yeah. One you can see through. Kind of." 
 
    "Oh." His gaze raked her body again and he frowned as he grabbed her hand. "Okay, yeah. I wasn't thinking. So you just need to change. How long will that take?" 
 
    Cindy managed to grab the tote bag from the chair before Ethan led her away. She heard Dillon say something to Maggie, heard her friend's excited gasp in reply, but she couldn't make out the words, not with the way Ethan was tugging her back to their room. 
 
    Like he was in a hurry. 
 
    "Where are we going again?" 
 
    "I told you, it's a surprise. The sooner you change, the sooner you'll find out." He opened the sliding glass door to their spacious studio and stepped to the side, letting her pass. 
 
    "Okay, fine." She dropped a quick kiss on his mouth then stepped by him, pulling the cover-up over her head as she went. "Just give me five minutes and I'll be ready." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    The five minutes ended up being closer to an hour. Ethan couldn't complain, not when it had been his fault. His gaze had followed Cindy as she pulled that gauzy cover-up over her head, as she walked past the bed on the way to the bathroom. She didn't make it that far, not when he moved after her and spun her around. 
 
    He needed to touch her. Taste her. Feel her. And yet it still wasn't enough. 
 
    It would never be enough. 
 
    So yeah, they were running late and it was his fault. And no, he wasn't complaining. He'd slipped outside to call the real estate agent, told him he needed to change the time because something had come up—quite literally. 
 
    The man was more than happy to oblige. Why the hell wouldn't he be, considering the amount of money they were talking about? 
 
    Ethan waited for the ferry to finish docking and the attendants to open the door. Then he stood, his hand wrapped around Cindy's, and led her down the small ramp and into the small brick building that served as Tortola's customs and immigration. The line for visitors was longer than he expected, but still moved fast. With their passports stamped, they moved through security—which was as simple as Cindy handing her small bag over for inspection before they passed through a metal detector, since they didn't have anything to declare. Then they moved through the short hallway and pushed through a door leading to the dirt and gravel lot, the sun bright and warm. 
 
    Cindy lowered the sunglasses over her eyes and adjusted the bag on her shoulder then looked over at him. "Tell me again where we're going." 
 
    Ethan laughed then pressed a quick kiss to her mouth. "Nice try. You'll find out soon enough." 
 
    She made a small little humming noise then looked around, stepping closer to him as more people filed outside. The crowd was a mix of locals and tourists, lilting voices blending with foreign accents, both harsh and soft. Cindy inhaled then turned to him, a broad smile on her face. 
 
    "It's still hard to believe we're actually in a foreign country. It doesn't feel like it." 
 
    "Do you like it?" 
 
    She lowered her glasses and stared at him over the rims, humor dancing in her eyes. "It's a gravel lot and a few buildings, Ethan. And craggy hills. I think I need to see more first." 
 
    "You will, soon enough." 
 
    "Mr. Kincaid?"  
 
    Ethan spun around, his gaze falling on a trim man an inch or two shorter, wearing tailored linen trousers and a loose buttoned shirt in a pale green. The man stepped forward, a wide smile splitting his dark face as he stuck out his hand.  
 
    "I'm Bryan. We spoke on the phone." 
 
    Ethan accepted the other man's hand then draped his arm around Cindy, pulling her closer. "Nice to finally meet you. This is Cindy Miller." 
 
    Bryan shook Cindy's hand then stepped away, motioning over his shoulder with a quick nod. "If you're both ready, we can start. It's on the north side of the island. It won't take that long to get there." 
 
    He led them to a burgundy passenger van and opened the back door, offering Cindy his hand again as she got in. Ethan climbed in after her, ignoring the man's bewildered look, probably because he expected Ethan to sit up front. Ethan shook his head, sending him a silent message to go along with it. 
 
    Bryan climbed into the driver's seat and Ethan frowned when he realized it was on the right side of the vehicle. Why hadn't he remembered that? Well, it would take some getting used to, but he was sure they'd manage. 
 
    The van pulled out of the lot and turned onto the road, bouncing over each bump. Cindy reached for the strap hanging by her head then shot Ethan another look, this one filled with even more curiosity. 
 
    "I believe you'll find the area even more impressive than the pictures I sent. And the view is beautiful, of course. Very private. Beachfront land isn't very easy to find here. There are a few amenities nearby, of course, but the area is quite secluded—" 
 
    "Perfect." Ethan caught the other man's eye in the rearview mirror and quickly shook his head. "I think I'm okay on the details right now." 
 
    "Yes, of course." Bryan focused on the road, handling the curves and bumps with practice. The van jostled over a hole and Cindy lurched sideways, her shoulder brushing his. She straightened and sent him another curious look then leaned closer, her voice pitched low. 
 
    "Where is he taking us?" 
 
    "You'll see." 
 
    They made a sharp turn, the van's engine humming beneath them as it started the steep climb. Ethan grabbed the strap on his side, trying to act nonchalant about it as he wondered if maybe he hadn't quite thought things out enough. 
 
    Bryan's rhythmic voice filled the silence, telling them a little about the history of the island. He added a few modern details as well, like the size of Tortola, its population, its lifestyle. The perfect salesman, all the way. 
 
    Ethan glanced out the side of the window, at the view of lush foliage and deep blue spreading out before them. He heard Cindy's sharp breath, knew she was looking out at the scenic view as well. 
 
    "It's beautiful." 
 
    Ethan looked at her, his heart slamming into his chest at the expression of wonder on her face. She pushed the sunglasses to the top of her head and leaned even closer, her eyes wide with amazement. 
 
    "Yes. Beautiful." 
 
    There must have been something in his voice, some hint of what he was feeling, because Cindy turned her head, her eyes meeting his. 
 
    Soft, warm. And filled with the same emotion that ran through him. Wonder. Amazement. Love. 
 
    He pressed a quick kiss to her forehead, the doubt and worry he'd been feeling moments ago vanishing with a quick breath. No, this was the right decision. He knew it. Felt it. 
 
    Cindy's cheeks flushed with color and she sat back, her chest rising and falling with each short breath. Bryan kept talking but the words were empty, meaningless. Nothing more than a rhythmic monologue in the background.  
 
    Ethan still couldn't believe it. These last few days—they'd been like a dream. Each night, falling asleep with Cindy in his arms. Each morning, waking up next to her, her body warm and soft with sleep.  
 
    It had been like this last time, too, when they had been here for Dillon's wedding. But this was different. The emotions clearer, sharper. More certain. 
 
    And this time, it wouldn't end.  
 
    The van started its descent, following a narrow winding road down until it finally came to a stop. He heard Cindy's small gasp, smiled at the look of wonder on her face as she stared out at the view spread before them. 
 
    Crystal water. White sand. Deep green foliage. Ethan looked around, trying to envision what it would look like later. The house would be up here, with a wall of windows looking out over the clear blue water. 
 
    Maybe. He wasn't sure, had no idea what the hell kind of codes and regulations they had here. He gave himself a mental shake. It didn't matter, not when he could figure all of that out later.  
 
    No, not he—they. Cindy and him. They'd figure it out together. 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "It's…stunning. So gorgeous. And so peaceful." 
 
    Ethan smiled then climbed out of the van, holding his hand out to Cindy. She took it without hesitation, her fingers curling around his own as they followed Bryan down a small overgrown path that opened to the beach. He was talking again, sharing details of the property. Ethan wished he would just be quiet for a minute, especially since Cindy was giving him an odd look, like she was close to figuring out what was going on. 
 
    "Bryan, yeah. Excuse me. Could you, uh, could you give us some time?" And privacy. That's what Ethan really needed. And thank God, the man finally got the message. His dark eyes flashed with understanding and he nodded, taking a step back toward the van. 
 
    "Of course, yes. I'll just get the cooler from the back and leave you here. I should pick you up in an hour?" 
 
    "Um, why don't you make it two." 
 
    Bryan's smile grew wider and he nodded his understanding. Cindy turned, frowning as the man walked back up the path to the van. Then she looked at Ethan, the frown still in place. 
 
    "Why do I feel like I'm missing something?" 
 
    Ethan shifted then shrugged. "I don't know." 
 
    "Ethan, why are we here? What's going on?" 
 
    "Nothing. It's just, uh—" He saw Bryan moving toward them, a small cooler held between his hands. Inspiration struck and Ethan turned back to Cindy, smiling. "A picnic. I thought we could have a picnic." 
 
    Cindy's eyes narrowed on him but she didn't say a word. Because she knew he was lying? Or because Bryan was still nearby, setting the cooler up on a flat expanse of sand? 
 
    Probably both. No, definitely both. 
 
    She pursed her lips then walked toward the beach area, kicking off her sandals as she went. Ethan took a deep breath and rubbed his hand across his chest, then followed.  
 
    Bryan finished spreading the small blanket out, placed the cooler on the edge of it, then walked away, telling Ethan he'd be back in two hours. Did Cindy see the man's broad smile and slow wink? Christ, he hoped not. No, she was sitting on the blanket, her knees drawn up to her chest, staring out over the water. 
 
    Ethan kicked his shoes off and walked toward her, stretching out on the blanket beside her. He reached out with one hand, trailed a finger down her arm and smiled as her flesh pebbled under his touch. 
 
    "So what do you think?" 
 
    She looked down at him, suspicion clear in her eyes. "I think you're up to something." 
 
    The smile that teased the corner of her mouth reassured him. She might be suspicious, but she wasn't upset.  
 
    He sat up and reached for the cooler, pushing the lid up. Relief surged through him when he saw the green glass bottle and plastic glasses, the containers of crackers and cheese and fruit. Picnic food. Perfect. 
 
    He dragged the containers out, noticing that the suspicion in Cindy's eyes eased when she saw the food. She started opening the containers, adding food to the plates he handed her as he pulled out the bottle. Her eyes narrowed and she started to shake her head. 
 
    "I shouldn't. Not with the medicine—" 
 
    "It's sparkling cider. Nonalcoholic." 
 
    Her shoulders sagged in relief as he popped the cork. He filled a glass and handed it to her, then poured one for himself.  
 
    "To picnics on the beach." 
 
    "Hm." She tapped the edge of her plastic glass against his, took a small sip, then pinned him with her deep green gaze. "Now tell me what you're up to." 
 
    "Nothing. It's a picnic. Just like I said." 
 
    "We had to come to Tortola for a picnic? There are plenty of places on St. Thomas for a picnic on the beach. We had to take the ferry to a foreign country?" 
 
    He leaned forward, eased the strap of her sundress off her shoulder and placed a gentle kiss against her warm skin. "This is more secluded." 
 
    She looked around, back up the overgrown path. "It is kind of out of the way, isn't it? For now, anyway. For all you know, a busload of tourists could be coming down the mountainside. Or hiding in all the foliage." 
 
    "I doubt it. This is private property." 
 
    She turned to him, worry replacing the suspicion in her eyes. "Private property? So the owner could be on his way down here, ready to kick us off." 
 
    Ethan chuckled. "I don't think that's going to happen." 
 
    "Hm. And how can you be sure?" 
 
    "Because I am." He slid closer to her and draped his arm around her shoulders. Heat filled him—heat, and a feeling of comfort, of rightness—when she rested her head against his shoulder with a soft sigh. 
 
    "Do you like it?" 
 
    She nodded, her soft hair teasing the flesh of his neck. "I do. Very peaceful. Very romantic." 
 
    Ethan shifted, trying to swallow against the knot of wiggling nerves that suddenly exploded in his gut. He took a deep breath, let it out, opened his mouth. Closed it again and took a long swallow of the sparkling cider. 
 
    One more deep breath. He could do this. 
 
    "So. Um, what would you think about—about living here?" 
 
    Cindy moved so fast, he nearly fell over. She twisted on the blanket, her brows lowered over her eyes, and stared at him. "Living here?" 
 
    "Yeah. I mean, it's peaceful. And beautiful. You said you liked it—" 
 
    "But living here? As in, actually moving here and living here?" 
 
    "Uh, yeah. With me." 
 
    "With you?" Her voice rose an octave, breaking on the last word. The bundle of nerves in his gut grew, spreading throughout his body like giant worms. And fuck, he so didn't need that image, not when he could actually see them in his mind's eye. He shifted and rolled his shoulders against the squirming sensation. 
 
    The sensation didn't last long, not when Cindy leaned forward, the fire in her eyes burning him. "Ethan, what did you do? Did you quit hockey? Tell me you didn't do that, that you're not even thinking of—" 
 
    "What? No. Of course not. Why would you think that?" 
 
    "Because you said 'live here with you'. You can't live here if you're playing hockey." 
 
    "Oh. Well, no. I meant in the off-season." 
 
    "You go home in the off-season." 
 
    "No, I go back to see my family. That's totally different." 
 
    "What about your condo?" 
 
    "What about it? I'm not there for a few months out of the year anyway. It doesn't matter where I go—" 
 
    "But what about…" Her voice trailed off, her eyes narrowing even more. She took a deep breath, her gaze boring into his. "Ethan, what did you do?" 
 
    "Nothing. At least, not yet. Mostly." 
 
    "'Mostly'? What does that mean?" 
 
    Ethan looked away and drained his glass, suddenly wishing for something stronger than sparkling cider. "Just what I said. I mean, it's not official or anything. The paperwork isn't finalized—" 
 
    "What paperwork?" 
 
    Ethan took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Fuck. This so wasn't going the way he had planned. He didn't know whether to laugh at the absurdity, or…or throw the stupid bottle of sparkling cider away in a fit of exasperation. 
 
    Neither. He could do neither. So he took a deep breath to push away all the nerves and doubt then opened his eyes and stared out over the water. "I bought this place. What you see here. It's not finalized yet, I still have to sign the contract and everything but, yeah, I'm buying it. Or, uh, thinking about it." 
 
    Silence greeted his hesitant words, a silence that went on for so long that Ethan was almost afraid to look at Cindy. But he had to, he needed to see her face, to see what was in her eyes. 
 
    His lungs seized at what he saw: Cindy, sitting next to him, her eyes wide, her hand over her mouth. She blinked and looked away, her throat moving as she swallowed. Then she looked at him again, surprise and doubt and a hundred different emotions swirling in the depths of her eyes. 
 
    "But…why? I don't understand—" 
 
    "For you. So you can have someplace to come to if…if things happen again. You said you liked it here, that you thought about this place when you were in the darkness. And I thought—" He swallowed, cleared his throat and tried to smile. "I thought you should have a place to come to. That knowing you had a place like this might help." 
 
    Cindy stared at him, her mouth still open in shock, her eyes wide with surprise. She didn't say anything as the minutes stretched around them, agonizingly slow. Too quiet. 
 
    Then she blinked and her eyes filled with tears that fell over her lashes and trailed down her cheeks. Slow fat tears that filled him with fear and uncertainty. He reached out for her, dropped his hand midair and curled it into a fist. His heart hammered in his chest and he sat there, frozen, not sure what to do. 
 
    Cindy took in a huge gulp of air and wiped her face, her lips trembling. "Oh Ethan. I—I don't know what to say." 
 
    "Is that a good thing?" 
 
    The words barely left him before she threw herself into his arms, holding him tight as she sobbed into his shoulder. He tightened his hold around her, his hand gently caressing her back. 
 
    "Oh, Ethan. I can't believe—I don't—you have no idea…" She mumbled the words against his neck, her breath warm, her body trembling in his hold. She took a shaky breath and moved away, ran her hands across her face, and smiled. 
 
    "I can't believe you would do something like this! I…thank you. To think you would…I don't know what to say." 
 
    "Does that mean you like the idea? That I should sign the papers?" 
 
    "No! God, no. Are you insane?" 
 
    "But I thought—don't you like it here?" 
 
    She wiped a hand across her face again and smiled. "Yes, I do. I love it here." 
 
    "I don't understand. If you love it here, why not?" 
 
    "Why not? Ethan, are you crazy? It's…it's too much. God, I can't even imagine how much—no. It's crazy. Why would you even think of doing something like this?" 
 
    "I told you why. And because that's what—" 
 
    "Oh God, don't you even dare say 'friends'." She laughed, the sound breathless, as light and fresh as the clear air around them. "Please don't." 
 
    He reached out and ran his hand through her hair then cupped her cheek, his eyes serious, filled with everything he was feeling—with everything he's always felt. 
 
    "But we are friends. Best friends. You're my other half, Cindy. My soulmate." He grinned, knowing it sounded silly, knowing his face was turning a dozen shades of red. "Cheesy, huh?" 
 
    "No. Not cheesy at all. I love you, Ethan." 
 
    "Good." He pressed a quick kiss to her mouth. "So I'll call Bryan and tell him it's a deal." 
 
    She caught his face in her hands, leaned forward and kissed him, long and sweet and over too soon. "Oh Ethan. You have no idea what this means to me. But I don't need a home in the islands, as beautiful as they are. I don't need the blue water or the green mountains. I need you. I need to see the way your smoky blue eyes change and go all soft when they look at me. I need to feel your arms around me. I need to hear your voice as you whisper into my ear." 
 
    She blinked back the tears in her eyes and pressed another kiss against his mouth, this one softer, lingering. "As long as I have you, Ethan, I know I can get through anything. You're all I need." 
 
    He gazed into the deep green of her eyes, felt himself falling even more as his heart burst inside him. He pulled her close, claimed her mouth his own, swept his tongue inside. 
 
    Sweet, tantalizing. Full of promises. Life. Love. 
 
    He fell back onto the blanket, cradling Cindy's body with his own as he rolled with her. The kiss took on a life of its own, bringing them together as never before. Soft, sweet. So sweet. 
 
    Friends, but so much more. Forever. 
 
    He stretched out on top of her, his gaze holding hers as blue sky stretched above them. "I love you, Cindy." 
 
    And they made love in the shelter of their private paradise, under the clear blue sky as crystal water lapped at the soft sand surrounding them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Two years later 
 
    Tortola, British Virgin Islands 
 
    Cindy eased out from under the covers, careful not to disturb Ethan as she padded across the plank floor in her bare feet. The door opened soundlessly, swinging in on well-oiled hinges. She stepped out onto the balcony and closed the door behind her, the soft click nothing more than a whisper in the night. 
 
    She moved past the overstuffed patio furniture. The wood of the deck was still warm under her feet, the railing of the balcony smooth and comforting under her arms as she leaned against it. 
 
    Darkness surrounded her, thick and warm, heavy with tropical perfume. She closed her eyes and breathed in, held the breath of air in her lungs until she thought they'd burst. 
 
    Then she opened her eyes and gazed out into the darkness. At the expanse of water, shadowed by the night. Up to the sky, it's midnight silk broken only by the sharp pinpricks of the stars.  
 
    Darkness surrounded her. But not the darkness of before. This was different: quiet, peaceful, soothing. She closed her eyes and breathed in again, feeling. Clear. Sharp. Alive. 
 
    She had slipped into the other darkness during these last two years, just once. But it hadn't been as bad as that first time and she had made it through, knew she'd make it through again. 
 
    Because of Ethan. 
 
    Friends. Lovers. But so much more. 
 
    Her other half. 
 
    So much had happened these last two years. A whirlwind of life, of love. Adjustment. Learning to deal with the separation that came with being a hockey wife, learning to enjoy every moment when they were together.  
 
    And growing stronger because of it. Knowing she was stronger now. That their love was stronger. 
 
    And learning to deal with a different kind of disappointment, a different kind of heartbreak. 
 
    The Banners had made it so close last year, losing to Nashville in a heartbreaking Game 6 of the final round. 
 
    And this year…this year they hadn't made it past the first round, being swept by Carolina in four surprisingly quick games. She had thought Ethan would be more disappointment, was surprised when he merely smiled and said it would give them more time to spend together this summer. 
 
    Time to spend with each other. Time to spend in the new house, time they hadn't had before. 
 
    Two years later, and Cindy still couldn't believe he'd gone through with it. But he had, drawing up plans and then scratching them, starting over a dozen times until finally deciding on what he wanted. 
 
    No, what they wanted. 
 
    And dealing with all the unexpected obstacles and delays that came with building in such a secluded, overgrown spot of paradise. 
 
    But they'd done it. And it was beautiful. Perfect. A private oasis just for them, filled with unspoken promises and bursting with love. 
 
    Just like her own heart.   
 
    She heard the door open behind her, smiled when Ethan's hands slipped around her waist and rested on her growing belly. She leaned against him, sighing when he pressed a kiss against her neck. 
 
    "Couldn't sleep?" His voice was soft, filled with need and desire. She folded one hand over his and slid it to the side, pressing in. He laughed, a small sound of wonder when the baby kicked in response. 
 
    "No. Your son has been doing somersaults all night." 
 
    "You mean your daughter." 
 
    Cindy smiled but didn't contradict him, not this time.  
 
    The night settled around them, cloaking them in its warm shadow, the sound of the water humming a gentle lullaby as it lapped against the sandy beach. Ethan's arms tightened around her. Warm. Secure. 
 
    "You should try to get some sleep. It's going to be a long day tomorrow." 
 
    "I'll be fine." 
 
    "You shouldn't overdo it." 
 
    "He's not due for another two months. I'll be fine." And she would be—her obstetrician and her therapist had both assured her of that. It was early June. Plenty of time. 
 
    "I still want you to take it easy when everyone gets here. No hiking or swimming or—" 
 
    Cindy turned in his arms and cut him off with a kiss. "You worry too much." 
 
    "That's what husbands do." 
 
    Cindy smiled and kissed him again then rested her head on his shoulder, breathing in the warm scents of his body. "I know. But we're not planning on having a huge party. We're just going to take it easy while you men go out and do manly stuff. Like fishing or whatever it is you do." 
 
    Ethan chuckled, the sound rich and comforting in her ear. 
 
    "Manly stuff? Yeah, okay." He tightened his arms around her then sighed, the sound almost pouty. "I still don't understand why you invited everyone down here." 
 
    "It's not everyone. Just Maggie and Dillon and Christine. And Brad and his girlfriend. Corbin. My mom—" 
 
    Ethan pulled back, his brows lowering over his eyes. "Is Corbin bringing someone?" 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe." 
 
    "Please don't tell me—" 
 
    "I don't know. Honest." 
 
    "Retired or not, Ian will seriously kick his ass if he brings Lori down here. Hell, he'll kick my ass." 
 
    "I don't think he's bringing her. Besides, they're just friends." 
 
    "Just friends?" Ethan laughed, the sound almost choked. Then he tightened his arms around her and claimed her mouth in a searing kiss. Cindy clung to him, her body melting into his, her breath coming in short gasps when he finally pulled away. His eyes, such a beautiful smoky blue, stared into hers. Filled with desire. With love. 
 
    "Don't you know by now that friends make the best lovers?" His voice wrapped around her, husky and filled with promise. She smiled and leaned up on her toes, her mouth brushing against his when she spoke. 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe you should show me again." 
 
    And he did, right there on the oversized lounge as the stars watched from the midnight sky. 
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PLAYING THE GAME 
 
    The York Bombers Book 1 
 
    Harland Day knows what it's like to be on rock bottom: he was there once before, years ago when his mother walked out and left him behind. But he learned how to play the game and survived, crawling his way up with the help of a friend-turned-lover. This time is different: he has nobody to blame but himself for his trip to the bottom. His mouth, his attitude, his crappy play that landed him back in the minors instead of playing pro hockey with the Baltimore Banners. And this time, he doesn't have anyone to help him out, not when his own selfishness killed the most important relationship he ever had. 
 
    Courtney Williams' life isn't glamorous or full of fame and fortune but she doesn't need those things to be happy. She of all people knows there are more important things in life. And, for the most part, she's been able to forget what could have been—until Harland gets reassigned to the York Bombers and shows back up in town, full of attitude designed to hide the man underneath. But the arrogant hockey player can't hide from her, the one person who knows him better than anyone else. They had been friends. They had been lovers. And then they had been torn apart by misunderstanding and betrayal. 
 
    But some ties are hard to break. Can they look past what had been and move forward to what could be? Or will the sins of the past haunt them even now, all these years later? 
 
    Turn the page for a preview of PLAYING THE GAME, the launch title of a brand-new hockey series, now available.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The third drink was still in his hand, virtually untouched. He glanced down at it, briefly wondered if he should just put it down and walk away. It was still early, not even eleven yet. Maybe if he stuck it out for another hour; maybe if he finished this drink and let the whiskey loosen him up. Or maybe if he just paid attention to the girl draped along his side— 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    He swirled the glass in his hand and brought it to his mouth, taking a long sip of mostly melted ice. The girl next to him—what the fuck was her name?—pushed her body even closer, the swell of her barely-covered breast warm against the bare flesh of his arm. 
 
    "So you're a hockey player, right? One of Zach's teammates?" 
 
    Her breath held a hint of red wine, too sweet. Harland tried not to grimace, pushed the memories at bay as his stomach lurched. He tightened his grip on the glass—if he was too busy holding something, he couldn't put his arm around her or push her away—and glanced down. The girl looked like she was barely old enough to be in this place. A sliver of fright shot through him. They did card here, right? He wasn't about to be busted picking up someone underage, was he?  
 
    She had a killer body, slim and lean with just enough muscle tone in her arms and legs to reassure him that she didn't starve herself and probably worked out. Long tanned legs that went on for miles and dainty feet shoved into shoes that had to have heels at least five inches tall. He grimaced and briefly wondered how the hell she was even standing in them. 
 
    Of course, she was leaning against him, her full breasts pushing against his arm and chest. Maybe that was because she couldn't stand in those ridiculous heels. Heels like that weren't meant for walking—they were fuck-me heels, meant for the bedroom. 
 
    He looked closer, at her platinum-streaked hair carefully crafted in a fuck-me style and held in place by what had to be a full can of hairspray—or whatever the fuck women used nowadays. Thick mascara coated her lashes, or maybe they weren't even her real lashes, now that he was actually looking. No, he doubted they were real. That was a shame because from what he could see, she had pretty eyes, kind of a smoky gray set off by the shimmery eyeshadow coloring her lids.  Hell, maybe those eyes weren't even real, maybe they were just colored contacts.  
 
    Fuck. Wasn't anything real anymore? Wasn't anyone who they really claimed to be? And why the fuck was he even worried about it when all he had to do was nod and smile and take her by the hand and lead her out? Something told him he wouldn't even have to bother with taking her home—or in his case, to a motel. No, he was pretty sure all he had to do was show her the backseat of his Expedition and that would be it. 
 
    Her full lips turned down into a pout and Harland realized she was waiting for him to answer. Yeah, she had asked him a question. What the hell had she asked? 
 
    Oh, yeah— 
 
    "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I play hockey." He took another sip of the watery drink and glanced around the crowded club. Several of his teammates were scattered around the bar, their faces alternately lit and shadowed by the colored lights pulsing in time to the music.  
 
    Jason pulled his tongue from some girl's throat long enough to motion to the mousy barmaid for a fresh drink. His gaze caught Harland's and a wide grin split his face when he nodded.  
 
    Harland got the message loud and clear. How could he miss it, when the nod was toward the girl hanging all over him? Jason was congratulating him on hooking up, encouraging him to take the next step. 
 
    Harland took another sip and looked away. Tension ran through him, as solid and real as the hand running along his chest. He looked down again, watched as slender fingers worked their way into his shirt. Nails scraped across the bare flesh of his chest, teasing him. 
 
    Annoying him. 
 
    He put the drink on the bar and reached for her hand, his fingers closing around her wrist to stop her. The girl looked up, a frown on her face. But she didn't move her hand away. No, she kept trying to reach for him instead. 
 
    "What'd you say your name was?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" Her lips tilted up into a seductive smile, full of heated promise as her fingers wiggled against his chest. 
 
    Did it matter? It shouldn't, not when all Harland had to do was smile back and release her hand and let her continue. Or take her hand and lead her outside. So why the fuck was he hesitating? Why didn't he do just that? That was why he came here, wasn't it? To let go. Loosen up. Hook up, get things out of his system. 
 
    No. That may be why Jason and Zach and the others were here and why they brought him along—but that wasn't why he was here. So yeah, her name mattered. Maybe not to him, not in that sense. He just wanted to know she was interested in him and not what he did. That he wasn't just a trophy for her, a conquest to be bragged about to her friends in the morning.  
 
    He gently tightened his hand around her wrist and pulled her arm away, out of reach of his chest. "Yeah. It matters." 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes—surprise? Impatience? Hell if he knew. He watched her struggle with a frown, almost like she didn't want him to see it. Then she pasted another bright smile on her face, this one a little too forced, and pulled her arm from his grasp. 
 
    "It's Shayla." She stepped even closer, running her hand along his chest and down, her finger tracing the waistband of his jeans.  
 
    He almost didn't stop her. Temptation seized him, fisting his gut, searing his blood. It would be easy, so easy.  
 
    Too easy. 
 
    Then a memory of warm brown eyes, wide with innocence, came to mind. Clear, sharp and almost painful. Harland closed his eyes, his breath hitching in his chest as the picture in his mind grew, encompassing soft brown hair and perfect lips, curled in a trembling smile.  
 
    "Fuck." His eyes shot open. He grabbed the girl's hand—Shayla's—just as she started to stroke him through the worn denim. Her own eyes narrowed and she made no attempt to hide her frown this time. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Her voice was sharp, biting. 
 
    "I could ask you the same thing." 
 
    Her hand twisted in his grip. Once, twice. "Zach told me you needed to loosen up. That you were looking for a little fun." 
 
    Zach had put her up to this? Harland should have known. He narrowed his eyes, not surprised when the girl suddenly stiffened. Could she see his distaste? Sense his condemnation? He leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear, his voice flat and cold. 
 
    "Maybe you want me to whip my cock out right here so you can get on your knees and suck me off? Have everyone watch? Will that do it for you?" 
 
    She ripped her hand from his grasp and pushed him away, anger coloring her face. "You're a fucking asshole." 
 
    Harland straightened and fixed her with a flat smile. "You're right. I am." 
 
    She said something else, the words too low for him to hear, then spun around and walked away. Her steps were short, angry, and he had to bite back a smile when she teetered to the side and almost fell. 
 
    Loathing filled him, leaving him cold and empty. Not loathing of the girl—no, the loathing was all directed at himself. What the fuck was his problem?  
 
    The girl was right: he was a fucking asshole. A loathsome bastard. 
 
    Harland yanked the wallet from his back pocket and pulled out several bills, enough to cover whatever he'd had to drink and then some. He tossed down the watered whiskey, barely feeling the slight burn as it worked its way down his throat. Then he turned and stormed toward the door, ignoring the sound of his name being called. 
 
    He should have gone home, back to the three-bedroom condo he was now forced to share with the sorry excuse that passed for his father. But he wasn't in the mood to deal with his father's bullshit, not in the mood to deal with anything. So he drove, with no destination in mind, needing distance. 
 
    Distance from the spectacle he had just made of himself. 
 
    Distance from what he had become. 
 
    Distance from who he was turning into. 
 
    But how in the hell was he supposed to distance himself…from himself? 
 
    Harland turned into a residential neighborhood, driving blindly, his mind on autopilot. He finally stopped, eased the SUV against the curb, and cut the engine. 
 
    Silence greeted him. Heavy, almost accusing. He rested his head against the steering wheel and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't need to look around to know where he was, didn't need to view the quiet street filled with small houses that showed years of wear. Years of life and happiness and grief and torment. 
 
    "Fuck." The word came out in a strangled whisper and he straightened in the seat, running one hand down his face. Why did he keep coming here? Why did he keep tormenting himself? 
 
    She didn't want to see him, would probably shove him off the small porch if he ever dared to knock on the door. He knew that, as sure as he knew his own name. 
 
    As sure as he knew that she'd be sickened by what he had become. Three years had gone by. Three years where he'd never bothered to even contact her. Hell, maybe he was being generous. Maybe he was giving himself more importance than he deserved. Maybe she didn't even remember him. 
 
    He rubbed one hand across his eyes and took a ragged breath, then turned his head to the side. The house was dark, just like almost every other house on the block. But he didn't need light to see it, not when it was so clear in his mind.  
 
    A simple cottage style home, with plain white siding that was always one season away from needing a new coat of paint. Flowerbeds filled with exploding color that hid the age of the house. A small backyard filled with more flowers and a picnic table next to the old grill, where something was always being fixed during the warmer months.  
 
    An image of each room filled his mind, one after the other, like a choppy movie playing on an old screen. Middle class, blue collar—but full of laughter and warm memories. He knew the house, better than his own. 
 
    He should. He'd spent more time here growing up than he had at his own run-down house the next street over. He had come here to escape, stayed because it was an oasis in his own personal desert of despair. 
 
    Until he had ruined even that. 
 
    He closed his eyes against the memories, shutting them out with a small whimper of pain. Then he started the truck and pulled away, trying to put distance between him and the past. 
 
    A past that was suddenly more real than the present. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONCE BURNED 
 
    Firehouse Fourteen Book 1 
 
      
 
    Michaela Donaldson had her whole life planned out: college, music, and a happy-ever-after with her first true love. One reckless night changed all that, setting Michaela on a new path. Gone are her dreams of pursuing music in college, replaced by what she thinks is a more rewarding life. She's a firefighter now, getting down and dirty while doing her job. So what if she's a little rough around the edges, a little too careless, a little too detached? She's happy, living life on her own terms—until Nicky Lansing shows back up. 
 
    Nick Lansing was the stereotypical leather-clad bad boy, needing nothing but his fast car, his guitar, his never-ending partying, and his long-time girlfriend—until one bad decision changed the course of two lives forever. He's on the straight-and-narrow now, living life as a respected teacher and doing his best to be a positive role model. Yes, he still has his music. But gone are his days of partying. And gone is the one girl who always held his heart. Or is she? 
 
    One freak accident brings these two opposites back together. Is ten years long enough to heal the physical and emotional wounds from the past? Can they reconcile who they were with who they've become—or will it be a case of Once Burned is enough? 
 
      
 
    Turn the page for an exciting peek at ONCE BURNED, available now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "Oh shit," Mike repeated under her breath, too horrified to do anything more than force herself to breathe. Not an easy task, considering she was literally frozen to the spot. The air was thick with heated tension and the buzzing in her ears made it impossible for her to hear anything. She willed herself to move, to do something.  
 
    Shit, it's Nicky. Shit, it's Nicky. The phrase kept spinning through her mind until she thought she'd be sick with the dizziness of it. Her chest heaved with the effort to breathe and her pulse beat in a tap dancer's rhythm.  
 
    Did anyone else notice the sudden change in the room? Mike forced herself to look away from that face from her past and quickly glanced around. Four sets of eyes fixed on her with varying degrees of bewilderment. She could still feel his eyes on her, too, filled with stunned disbelief.  
 
    Feeling like she was trapped in a nightmare where everything moved with the speed of molasses, Mike pushed away from the counter and walked across the room, straight past the frozen figure of Nicky Lansing and through the swinging door. She turned a corner and rushed through a second door that opened into the engine room, not stopping until she reached the engine on the far side, where she promptly collapsed on the back step.  
 
    Heedless of the dirt and grime, she let her head drop against the back compartment door, ignoring the length of hose line in her way. Her breathing came in shallow gasps that did nothing to help the lightheadedness that caused black dots to dance across her closed lids. 
 
    Hyperventilating. She was hyperventilating. The calm, rational part of her—she was surprised she still had one—told her to lean forward, to get a grip on herself and her breathing. Now bent over, sitting with her head between her knees, Mike grabbed the running board with both hands and concentrated on the feel of the diamond plate cutting into her palms.  
 
    The spots faded away and her breathing slowed to something closer to normal. One last deep breath and she straightened, only to choke on a scream when she came face-to-face with Jay, his brows lowered in a frown as he studied her with concern.  
 
    "Jesus! Don't scare me like that!" She pushed him away then stood, only to sit back down when she realized how bad her knees were shaking. 
 
    "Scare you? What is wrong with you? Are you okay?" 
 
    "I'm fine. I couldn't be better! Don't I look fine?"  
 
    "You look like you're ready to pass out. What the hell is going on? Do you know that guy? He looks like he's seen a ghost!" 
 
    "He probably thinks he has." Mike moved over and motioned for Jay to sit down, ignoring his scrutiny as he twisted sideways and continued staring at her. 
 
    "Are you going to explain that?" 
 
    "No." She ran her hands through her hair, muttering when she pulled a thick hank of it loose from the pony tail. Sighing, she reached back and pulled the elastic band loose, then quickly rearranged her hair into a more secure hold. Jay watched her intently then nudged her leg with his when she continued to ignore him. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Well nothing. He's just somebody I used to know, that's all." 
 
    Jay snorted. "Bull." 
 
    "Okay, fine," she conceded grudgingly. "He's also somebody I never wanted to see again." Mike reached down and gingerly touched her right side, trying not to remember but unable to forget. If Jay noticed the motion, he didn't say anything. 
 
    They sat in silence, the familiar background noises of the station virtually unnoticed. A few minutes went by before Jay spoke again. "You sure you don't want to talk about it?" 
 
    Mike shook her head, ready to make a sarcastic reply when the sound of footsteps echoed through the engine room. The steps paused, then changed directions and hesitantly walked around the side of the engine. Mike knew without looking who it was: the steps were those of a stranger, someone who didn't know his way around. 
 
    Nicky stopped at the back of the engine, not saying anything as Jay slowly stood and positioned himself slightly in front of Mike, shielding her. She touched his arm briefly, in a gesture both of thanks and of reassurance that she was alright. Jay looked back at her, one brow cocked in question, then reluctantly walked away at her nod. Mike didn't see where he went but knew that he would be close by in case he was needed. 
 
    She stood slightly, leaning against the running board, then crossed her arms in front of her, covering the jagged scar that ran along her left forearm. The stance was as close to aloof and detached as she could manage considering her insides were making a milkshake of her early dinner. Too late, she remembered the sunglasses hanging around her neck and wished she would have thought to put them on to hide any emotion in her eyes.  
 
    With an effort that took more strength than she wanted to admit, she let her eyes slowly, coolly rake the man in front of her from top to bottom.  
 
    Dammit. The Nicky Lansing from her past had been ruggedly handsome with dark looks and boyish charm; this Nick Lansing was dangerously gorgeous. A little taller than she remembered, he stood just over six feet, and was definitely broader through the shoulders and chest. The boy she remembered had finally filled out, to all the best advantages. 
 
    The long hair of his past was gone, cut to a length that brushed just past the collar of the light blue shirt he wore. Still too long to be squeaky clean, but short enough by today's standards to be rated as acceptable. His eyes were the same, though. A dark chocolate brown framed in long lashes, they invited a person to swim in their depths and lose their soul without a second thought.  
 
    She would know, since she had done just that. 
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