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Things are out of control for the Sinclair boys! With two already in the NHL, Jace Sinclair is ready to follow in his brothers’ HUGE skates in the last Bellevue Bullies novel… 

Jace Sinclair here, and I’m amazing. There is no other way to describe me. I am the leading scorer for the Bellevue Bullies, I’m the captain, and people love me: my family, my teammates, my coach, and the NHL. This is my last year in college–I already have one foot in the draft. Hockey keeps me warm even when it’s freezing. It’s always there when nothing else is. And it pushes me to be the best I can be. It’s my one and only love. 

That is, until I see her against a tree with a guitar. 

Avery. 

The last thing I wanted was to meet anyone. My heart is on the bench because of what happened with my parents, and I don’t want that for myself. I don’t want to be hurt by anyone. I can’t give them that power. 

But my heart is begging for ice time, and I can’t control it around her. 

 

I’ve always been in the background. No one has ever had time for me and that’s fine; I’ve learned to cope. Coming from a family where hockey is life, the last thing I want is some big, burly hockey player charging at me. I don’t have time for it, but Jace Sinclair isn’t one to be deked around. 

I didn’t want to meet anyone. I didn’t want to end up freezing the puck with him. It’s not what I want. 

I have demons. 

I have issues. 

Living in the shadows, no one even knew until it was too late. But Jace wants to know. 

He wants me. 

And that scares me the living hell out of me. 

 

We were so worried about what would happen if we fell, but we never thought what could happen in the process of falling. We never saw it coming. But it’s here, and the repercussions are not pretty. We should have known that there is no way out of the zone when you are being Hooked by Love. 


There are moments in your life when you know you’ve made a friend for life.

That’s what happened to me when I met Lisa Hollett.

I was blessed to find her, first as my editor. She came in and took charge, and from the moment she edited Boarded by Love, I knew no one would ever touch my books but her. Our working relationship then turned into a lifelong friendship. She is there to talk me down, there to pick me up, and I honestly love her.

So, Lisa, this book is for you.

I love you. I’m thankful for you, and I owe ya, girl.

Especially if PayPal doesn’t work for me.

Thank you.
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I hate waiting.

Like, seriously.

I’m the least patient person in the world.

And my boy Markus is getting on my last nerve.

“Dude, we are going to my mom’s. The party isn’t until tonight,” I complain as Markus runs his comb through his unruly black curls. Catching my gaze in the mirror, he rolls his eyes.

“I know, but this saves me getting ready later. I can focus on setting up then,” he throws back at me. I understand his logic, but my mom is waiting on me.

While she may think it’s a good idea to have a family dinner, I feel she’s wrong. Yes, I understand that my brother Jude and his wife Claire are in town, and Mom wants everyone to eat together, family time and all that shit. But doesn’t my mom realize the first weekend of school is always party weekend for the Bellevue Bullies? That it is my job to put on a banging party for my teammates? My brothers went to this school too; she should know this by now. Apparently, she missed the memo. And according to the text I just got from my other brother Jayden, he and his wife Baylor are already there, and everyone is waiting on me. Well, us, since I invited Markus.

I am realizing that was a big mistake.

“True, but we gotta go. My brother just texted me, my sister has texted me four times, everyone is hungry, and Mom won’t start without me.”

“I’m coming!” I roll my eyes at his assertion, leaning against the doorframe to check my phone. I have billions of messages from everyone asking about the party tonight and, really, I don’t know how my brothers did this without a hitch the years they went to Bellevue University. I am already stressed-out, and the party hasn’t even happened yet. This is supposed to be fun, the greatest year of my life, since I am more than likely going to go into the draft this year. I am not supposed to be stressed, but here I am.

It doesn’t help that this year is so important. It is basically my last year as a kid. This is my year to have a blast while working hard for my spot on the team and in the draft. After a nasty hit last year that ended my season because of a broken clavicle bone, I missed my chance to go into the draft with Jayden as we had planned. But nothing will keep me from going in this year. I have been training hard, working on my puck handling and shooting more than once a day. My shoulder is great, and everything is in place for me to succeed. I’m going to show how freaking amazing I am, get my captain position, and then rock it. I will follow in the footsteps of my brothers. I will be in the NHL like them, living my dream. There just isn’t any other option.

Because I can’t be left behind. Jude and Jayden would tease me relentlessly. I have lived in their shadows my whole life, and I’m ready to shine. Add in the fact that it’s my dream to be in the NHL, and my drive is unstoppable. I have wanted this since I was a kid, and I’m not really sure why it’s weighing so heavily on me, but it is. I’m ready to get my life started; I’m ready to tear up the ice with my brothers. Beat their asses, show them how awesome I am. But first, I just have to get to this dinner and then throw the party.

And the only thing holding me up is my best friend.

Making a disgruntled noise, I answer some of the messages, mainly from my teammates, as I wait. Camp is finishing up, the cuts have been made, and we have our team. It is a new team since most of our older guys—oh, and Baylor—went into the draft last year. I’m a little worried about the team. After only a few practices together, it is obvious we aren’t the team we were last year. But Coach Moore has been preaching that new blood means a new foundation and that is good. So we will see. All I know is that I don’t lose. So I’m going to need people to step up and play hard.

Because this year will be the year that is featured in the highlight reel of my life. It may sound silly, but when I was younger, my brothers and I would do stuff and scream, “Highlight reel!” which meant it was the sort of play that would be featured on ESPN. Since life is one big ESPN show for me, I want this year to be showcased as the best. I want to look back on my last year in college and know that I worked hard, that I partied harder, and that I enjoyed my life before my dreams came true.

I just need Markus to come the hell on.

“Dude, let’s go!”

Turning to me, he glares, rubbing some oil together in his palms before running it through his curls. “Dude, chill. I’m coming now.”

Rolling my eyes again, I tuck my phone into my pocket and push off the doorframe to go up the stairs. Since Markus and I are going for the captain positions, we already claimed the room I had last year when I shared with Jayden. Since he was the captain last year, he got to choose his roommate and he chose me. More because my mom worries about me twenty-four seven, but also because I’m his favorite sibling. I mean, if I had to choose between Jude, our older sister Lucy, or me, I would choose me.

I’m fucking amazing.

When I hear the door slam, I let out a sigh of relief as I listen to Markus running up the stairs behind me. He is a junior and also two years older than me since he started school late when he was a kid. He’s a cool dude and a really great friend. We clicked from the beginning and have been inseparable ever since. As the left wing to his right, we just work, on and off the ice. He’s basically my brother from another mother, and since we both have parents who have gotten divorced, we provide that support for each other.

“What’s your mom cooking?” Markus asks as he falls into step with me once we get outside. The house is empty; no one has moved in yet and won’t until Sunday, but I plan on getting my bags and stuff tonight so I can move in early. I think Markus is going to do the same thing. I’m not sure, though. I kind of hope so, because I don’t want to be in that house alone. I will more than likely be hungover tomorrow when I move in, but still, the Bullies’ house freaks me out when it’s empty.

Probably doesn’t help that Jayden convinced me it’s haunted. Asshole.

A shiver runs down my spine as I glance over at him. “Steak and potatoes, probably.”

“Cool.”

“Are you moving in tonight or tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Awesome.” My voice is full of relief, which makes Markus laugh.

“What, scared the boogeyman who wears a hockey helmet and carries a pointed stick will gut you?”

Glaring, I push Markus away. “Fuck off.”

His laughter is easy and his light caramel eyes fill with mischief as we cross the Bullies’ yard to the quad to get to my car. I left it over by the communications building after my last class.

“Why did you leave your car over here again?” I glance at him, annoyed since I already told him why.

“Because I was following these two girls, trying to get their numbers, and inviting them to the party tonight.”

He laughs. “But you failed?”

“No, I don’t fail; I just let them play their little game of hard to get. I’ll get them sooner rather than later.”

Actually, they were seniors and both had slept with my brothers.

I guess they weren’t down for a hat trick of the Sinclair brothers.

“They blew you off,” he accuses and I roll my eyes.

“No, I don’t get blown off. I’m Jace Fucking Sinclair—girls flock to me.”

Markus scoffs. “Keep dreaming, brother. You know the only reason they flock to you is to get to this chocolate dreamboat.”

I pause, laughter bubbling inside my chest. “Did you really just say that?”

Laughing, he nods. “Damn right, that’s what Leslie called me last night.”

My face wrinkles up at not only the mention of Leslie but also at the very graphic humping action Markus is displaying. “I think I just puked a bit.”

Still laughing, he somehow keeps up with me as I cross into the quad quickly. It is full of people, everyone enjoying the last couple weeks of summer weather. It is hot, not balls-hot, but hot. Girls are lying in their bikinis tanning, while dudes are running around with no shirts, trying to impress them. If I didn’t have somewhere to be, I’d throw off my black tee and join in on the game of football that has everyone’s attention.

But I have to go.

Checking out the many gorgeous women my school offers me, I ask, “So, you two are serious, then?”

“Um, no. I don’t do serious, bro. I got priorities.”

I couldn’t agree more. “Preach it.”

When it comes to girls, we both live by the motto: “My cock can play, but my heart is on the bench.” No matter how great the girl, how gorgeous she is, or how cool she is, she will never be what hockey is to me. Hockey is life. Hockey is my next breath, and it’s all that matters. When I get older and it’s time to settle down, I’ll let my heart off the bench. But right now, I don’t need some chick fucking with my heart and breaking me. I watched my mom go through some serious heartbreak, and I’m not about that life.

Neither one of us is.

I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ve seen good relationships. My brothers and their wives are great and happy and all that jazz, but it’s hard to forget watching your older sister cry from the soul as she holds her daughter because her douche-ass husband left her for a skinnier and younger version of herself. Or watching my brothers duke it out with my dad because he not only cheated on my mom with some stripper, but he tried to hit her. Yeah, relationships are messy and I’m okay without that. Not everyone finds their soul mate. The good ones like Jayden and Jude do, and I’m cool with that. I’m not some girlie-girl dude like they are. I don’t need a chick to complete me. I’ve got hockey and a family that loves me. I’m good.

Plus, why settle for one when you can have ten?

That’s the real question.

I hold my fist up, and Markus bumps it. “But she’s fun, though. I like her.”

I nod at his honesty. “Don’t fall for her.”

He snorts loudly then, shaking his head. “No way, I don’t have time for that. Season is about to start; I got parties, work, training, and more chicks to go through. You know what I mean?”

“I hear you, hundred percent.” I throw him a grin, and he nods as we make it through the quad. It is loud today. Everyone is amped up for the start of the year, ready to work for his or her dreams, or they are miserable because their parents are making them come to BU. Either way, the quad is buzzing, and soon a grin is on my face. If this is the way it is now, everyone so excited, I can’t imagine how the party is going to be tonight.

Actually, I can.

It’s going be freaking awesome.

“Thank God I see your car. My legs are killing me.”

I see my car the same time Markus says that, and I nod because my legs hurt too. Practice kicked our asses this morning and I know I am walking a little funny from it, but still my pace is quick as I pull my keys out. Just as I go to unlock it, I hear an arresting, throaty voice that has me pausing.

“What?”

“Do you hear that?” I ask, looking around until my gaze falls on a girl leaned up against a tree with a guitar in her arms. The guitar is bigger than she is, but it looks right at home in her lap and hands. Her straight brown hair is cascading down her shoulders as her fingers move perfectly across the strings of the guitar. All of a sudden, I can’t move. Her voice is so raspy, like she has been smoking for years, but beautiful at the same time, and I like it. I like it a lot. As lyrics leave her lips, I immediately know the song: “Tee Shirt” by Birdy, some girlie shit Baylor used to listen to all last year. I hated her music, but listening to this girl sing actually has me wanting to sit down and enjoy the tune.

Or her.

“She’s good.”

“Yeah,” he agrees as both of us watch her, listening to the music coming out of her like she was put on this earth to sing.

“You know what they say about girls who sing,” I say as she finishes the last verse.

“Nope, I haven’t heard that one.” His voice has laughter in it, which makes me grin.

Unable to tear my gaze from her, I say, “They are good with their mouths.”

That has him shaking with laughter, and suddenly, my legs are in control and I start for her.

“Dude, what the hell?”

But I don’t stop. “Give me a second.”

“I thought everyone was waiting for us.”

“They are. Shut up.” My voice must have interrupted her because she looks up and everything just stops.

I hear no noise from the quad.

No music.

No nothing.

All I see are her eyes.

What in the hell?

But they are so green, almost turquoise, and are brought out by the darkness of her lashes. Her eyes tilt a little, her nose complementing her face perfectly while brown freckles dust along her nose and cheeks. She tried to cover them with makeup, but they aren’t coverable. I want to see her without makeup.

I want to see her freckles.

Unaltered.

“Um, hello?” Her bottom lip is bigger than her top, I notice as she speaks, and I soon realize I am just staring at her.

Like a dumbass.

“Oh, my bad.” Quickly, I push my hand down into my pocket and pull out a couple of bills, dropping them into her open guitar case. I take notice of her black Converse that she wears with her jeans and black tee. Why she’s wearing jeans is beyond me since it’s hot, but they are tight, and I’m sure if she stood, she’d be hot in them.

I meet her gaze again and her lips are quirked up at the side as she laughs. “Oh, I’m not taking money.”

Wow, her laugh is almost as great as her voice.

Electrifying.

Shit, what the fuck is wrong with me?

Shaking my head, I smile. “Oh. Well, I pay for what I like.”

Her brows rise. “Is that some weird, hidden innuendo that you’re trying to buy me?”

“Wait, huh?”

Her face breaks into a full-out grin then, and shit, I am breathless.

Who the hell is this girl?

“Don’t hurt yourself trying to figure out what an innuendo is.” Her voice is playful as she winks at me in a very cute way.

Chuckling, my eyes narrow as I hold her gaze.

She is a smartass, apparently.

“I know what it is.”

“My apologies then, good sir,” she teases, her eyes twinkling.

Crossing my arms, I can’t tear my gaze from hers as she looks up at me expectantly. I know I should say something, but it is hard when I am drinking in her beauty. There is something about those eyes that have my stomach in knots, and I want to know why. I want to know who she is, but before I can even think of what to say, her mouth is moving.

“Usually, this is the part where you say some corny line about getting together later and I quickly decline, because… Yeah, I don’t have a good reason, except that I have no time for that. And then you walk away, dejected.”

My mouth curves as I slowly shake my head. “I don’t get dejected.”

“Aw, cute. Are you one of those persistent kind of guys? The one who knows he’s gonna win, no matter what?”

“I always win,” I say simply with all the confidence in the world. I even shoot her a winning grin, but she laughs.

“Well, big boy, chalk me up as a loss, because I don’t have time for lame lines that are invites to things I don’t want.” She moves her hands down the strings as if her words were lyrics.

Not missing a beat, I ask, “Who said anything about dating?”

“Oh, that’s right. You want to buy a night with me.”

She’s funny and I love the color her cheeks are turning. They are glowing almost like she just came hard. It’s hot.

Grinning, I shake my head. “I don’t pay for sex.”

“Whoa,” she says quickly, holding her hands up, her eyes wide and intoxicating. “Don’t make me use my pepper spray, you perv. I thought you wanted to buy me to have someone to watch Netflix with you.”

I can’t help it; I laugh and I laugh hard. She watches me, her eyes full of light as I bend over laughing. “You’re funny.”

“I try.”

She is quick and witty. I like that. “So, if you aren’t busy watching Netflix because some dude paid you—”

“Ugh,” she moans. Instantly, my cock comes to life in my jeans as she leans against the tree, acting as if she is bored, her palms up, arms hanging beside her. “Is this the lame pickup line?”

When Markus starts to laugh, I glare back at him and he shrugs. “She’s funny.”

“Shut up,” I mouth before turning back to her. “No, No Dating Diane.”

Her face lights up as she perks up. “Ha! That’s funny.”

“I try,” I say with a grin. “But anyway, the Bullies are throwing a party tonight if you want to come.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m coming already.”

Surprised by that, I ask, “You got invited?”

She shoots me a little kitten grin that goes straight to my groin. “Yeah, by some dude wanting to sleep with me. No biggie, though. I’m going for the free booze, not the sex.”

She is very blasé about it, and I like that. Most girls would be creaming their panties at getting an invite from one of the guys on the Bullies. We are royalty around this campus—being regional champions gets you that respect—but this girl doesn’t care one way or the other.

Nodding my head, I grin. “Cool, I’ll save you a beer, then.”

“Cool, yeah, I’ll come take it off your hands. I like beer.”

“Cool.”

“Cool.”

But I don’t move. Instead, I stand there, my eyes getting lost in hers until Markus clears his throat. “Let’s go, bro.”

“Yeah,” I say, remembering we have to leave. “Use that money wisely.”

She looks down at the two bucks and fist-pumps. “Yes, I can finally afford that Airhead I wanted.”

“Only if it’s green.”

“Duh, that’s the only good color,” she said simply, taking a dollar in each of her hands and waving them in the air. “I got a dolla, I got a dolla, I got two dollas, hey, hey, hey, hey.”

My face breaks out into a grin as I nod. “Cool, see you tonight, No Dating Diane.”

Pausing, she grins back at me. “Till tonight, Lame Line Larry.”

I unlock the doors to my car and climb in after Markus is already in his seat.

“She’s different.”

“Yeah,” I say, stealing one last glance at her. She’s watching me, her eyes dark and full of desire. I hadn’t noticed that before, and seeing it now hits me straight in the gut.

“She’s hot, too.”

I nod. “For sure.”

Markus laughs and I tear my gaze off her to meet his. “What?”

“Nothing, you’re all googly-eyed.”

My brows furrow and I realize my heart is pounding against my ribs. What the hell is wrong with me? “I don’t get googly-eyed.”

“Sure you don’t,” is his opinion as I back out of my parking space, deciding there is no reason to dignify his accusation with a response.

Because I don’t get googly-eyed.

I’ll also never admit that I glance back at her one last time.

Just one more time.

Just in case she doesn’t show up tonight.

Nope, I’ll never admit that.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Well.

Wasn’t he interesting?

And hot.

Like superhot.

Watching as he pulls out of the parking spot, his blue BMW’s rims flashing in the sun, meaning his daddy has money, I drink him some more. The hard lines of his face, the stubborn chin covered in dark stubble, the way his thick, dark hair dusted his ears in an unruly way. I can’t deny I’m attracted to him. He has great bone structure, excellent lips, thick and full, and he’s big. Not break a doorway with his shoulders kind of big, but he is strong. With one glance, I know he is a hockey player. He’s built like my brothers, and you only get a body like that from being on the ice twenty-four seven.

Yes, I know it’s weird I know that.

But being from a hockey family and growing up with the sport crammed down my throat, I can spot a hockey player from a mile away. I grew up with three of them and traveled with hundreds of them. But when his eyes met mine again, a grin picking up at the side of his mouth, the thoughts of years upon years traveling all over God’s green earth for hockey tournaments with stinky boys were gone, and butterflies went nuts in my gut. His eyes were dark green and full of all kinds of naughty things. One look in that boy’s eyes and it was safe to say he was one thing:

A player.

I have seen his breed of man plenty of time. Thankfully, I have learned over the years to keep my heart out of reach. Being around hockey players all the time not only means I can pick them out of a lineup. It also means I have dated my fair share of them and had my heart broken too many times to count. You would think I would have learned. I didn’t, but really, that doesn’t matter. It isn’t like I’m in the market for a boyfriend. And even if I were, I know I wouldn’t be in the mood to try to change him. I don’t have time for that. I have my eyes on the prize. I left my family up north for school in the south for a reason, and it’s to live my dreams.

With no one holding me back.

Shaking my head, or really, shaking away thoughts of Lame Line Larry, I put my guitar back in my case. But then I pause, reaching for the dollars he threw in there. Smiling, I take them, tucking them in my pocket before placing my guitar slowly in its case. I run my fingers along the strings, an untuned melody coming from the box that holds my Martin X series, and I smile. My mom got it for me before I left for Nashville. Telling me to follow my heart and kick some ass.

I am going to do just that.

Shutting the case, I lock it before standing up and looking around campus. People are everywhere. It is a busy day, the first full week of school, and I am starting to get into the groove of things. One thing is for sure, though, I like it here. It is a big change from Princeton, New Jersey, my hometown, but I am finding my way. I’ve only been here a week, and in that week, I went to all my classes, performed at three open mics, shot three videos, and even wrote two songs. Oh, and I was invited to one of the biggest parties of the year, according to my roommate.

Apparently, I’m not invisible here.

Apparently, it doesn’t matter that I’m not a boy here. The guys actually like it.

Apparently, there is more to life than hockey here.

And I’m pretty sure those reasons are why I am totally, unabashedly in love with Nashville, Tennessee.

It wasn’t a hard decision to move here when it was time to choose a college. I had one dream and one dream only, and Bellevue was my ticket to it. Despite my twin brother having a full ride to Boston College and my parents wanting me to go with him, I decided to go elsewhere. Like always.

No matter what my parents said, I always wanted the opposite. I wasn’t the star child like my twin Matty or my older brothers, Seth and Laurence. Never had been. When Mom was pregnant with me, they didn’t see me hiding behind my monstrous brother on the ultrasound. Because of him, they didn’t find out about me until a month before her due date.

What a surprise.

Not.

I was the unwanted child; I know this. One, I’m not a boy. Two, I don’t play hockey. And three, I actually have a mind of my own. Oh, and I’m sarcastic. Very sarcastic. Drives my dad nuts, but I’m always begging to stand out. Not only am I the shortest of the family at a modest 5’5”, but my brothers are all over 6 feet. Even my mom is tall. It’s like Matty sucked up all my height and added it to his. It wasn’t fair, and I always got overlooked. Why sign me up for dance when we have two tournaments in one weekend? Why buy me a Barbie when Laurence, Seth, and Matty all need new gear? Who cares if I don’t want to go to tournaments or games? What I wanted didn’t matter, only the boys.

Nope, I was always the afterthought. Always put on the back burner for hockey. My mom tried, she did, but with four big personalities like my dad and my brothers, we couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

But things are about to change. I am on my own, I am making my own decisions, and it is time to live my life.

I know they wanted my hopes and dreams to lead me to Boston College, but that place had nothing for me. I want to be a singer, a songwriter, something other than the add-on to Matty Haverbrooke. Yeah, I know I could live my dreams there, play at some coffee shops, but that isn’t enough for me. I want to be in the heart of music. I want to live and breathe the industry. And what better place than the music capital of the world? No, I am home now and I am ready to do this.

Ready to live the life I want.

The life where I come first. I matter.

And it was hard to ignore how I felt under that guy’s gaze. It felt like I was all he saw, and that was awesome. I wasn’t just the girl you slept with to get closer to her family. No, I was just some girl, leaned up against a tree, playing a tune. Hey, he liked me enough to tip me. It was only two bucks, but that’s a start! I might have to frame my two bucks, just so I never forget this moment.

The moment when I was Avery Rose Haverbrooke. A singer. Against a tree.

Hey, it has a ring to it.

Setting my guitar down, I pull the two bucks back out and take a quick picture, sending it to my mom with the caption:

 

Some dude tipped me for singing.

 

Before I could even pick my case back up, a text came through.

 

Mom: Because you are awesome! Whoopin it up!

 

Rolling my eyes, I laugh.

 

Me: Mom, what is whoopin it up?

Mom: I heard it on that Housewives show. Is that not right?

 

This woman… Gets rid of her last two kids and starts watching trash TV and eating bonbons. I wouldn’t want it any other way, though. My brothers have run her into the ground, and I know I wasn’t easy to raise.

 

Me: Yeah, but usually, they say it in the context like, we are about to whoop it up. I think you should have said whoop whoop!

Mom: Oh. Well, WHOOP WHOOP! I knew I could count on you to support me when I’m old.

Me: Good job, Mom. And yes, I got you.

Mom: Thanks, love you. Miss you.

Me: Love and miss you too.

 

I go to tuck my phone into my pocket when it signals another text. Glancing down at it, I find it’s her again.

 

Mom: Did you pick your meds up? I called the doctor and she said she sent them to the pharmacy on campus.

 

Swallowing loudly, I type back.

 

Me: Yeah, picked them up this morning. All is well.

Mom: Good.

 

Sucking in a breath, I start for my dorm, putting my phone in my pocket. It is only a two-minute walk from where I was sitting to play around on my guitar. I had been getting ready for the video I wanted to post and I wanted fresh air. I wish it weren’t hot as hell, but it’s okay. I dealt, and because of it, I met Lame Line Larry, so I feel I’m winning.

When my dorm comes into view, I smile. It’s okay, small, but I love my roommate. She is a very quiet and sweet girl named Mekena Preston, and she doesn’t mind all my sound equipment. Probably because all she needs is her bookshelf of books and she is good. Nonetheless, I like her and we are getting along effortlessly, which is great.

The thing is, I am happy. Like, really happy. I love the campus. It has everything I need, even a coffee shop with an open mic night twice a week. Along with that, the other big reason I applied to go here was the fact that everything was on one campus, so I really didn’t need to leave unless I wanted to. They have a great music program with teachers who have worked in the industry for years. For once, I actually have something to be excited about. It is mind-blowing. Not only that, but I am so close to the heart of Nashville and that is awesome since I am trying desperately to get an internship at a music label.

This is what I want, and I am doing it.

I am almost to my dorm when my phone rings, vibrating like mad in my pocket as Ed Sheeran sings “Thinking out Loud.” In my opinion, that is one of the best-written songs, lyrically. Dude is a genius. But when I see it’s my dad, I groan. “Damn it.”

Well, there goes my good mood.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, baby. How’s everything?”

“Good, just going back to my dorm. I was playing outside. It’s so warm here.”

“Yeah, I like Tennessee fall. It’s nice… Oh, one second.”

Rolling my eyes, I shut the door behind me, laying my guitar on my bed before sitting down.

“Sorry about that.”

“No big deal,” I say, crossing my legs as I listen to him shuffle around paperwork. I’m not sure why he called when he is at the office, but I figure it must be important. “So, what’s up?”

“Oh, not much, just calling to see how everything is going.”

“Great, I’m moved in and happy.”

“Good. You got your meds, though?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Great, have you decided… Oh, wait. Hold on, honey,” he says quickly and I sigh. This is why I hate talking to my dad on the phone. I am always on hold. “Avery, sorry, have you decided if you are coming up for the opening game? I haven’t spoken to you since you left.”

Yeah, because he is always busy and also because he is still a little bitter I didn’t go to school close to home. He works a lot, I know, but come on. I’ve been gone for two weeks, and this is the first I hear from him? And also, it’s about hockey? Yeah. He’s mad.

“Yeah, I don’t know.”

“Honey, remember it’s a tradition.”

“That I don’t like,” I say, but before he can scold me for it, I quickly start talking. “I’ll think about it. Depends on my classes.”

“Okay, well, Seth is playing that night against the Devils, so it would be nice if you are here— One second.”

Leaning my face against my hand, I listen as he tells his assistant that he needs something by three. I don’t know. I start to zone out.

“Okay, so Laurence is gonna fly in from Wisconsin, and you know that Matty will be here.”

“Of course he will,” I mutter as I roll my eyes. He is such an ass-kisser.

“Well, it is an easy drive for him. Crap, hold on.” Closing my eyes to his stoppage again, I lean against my hand, wishing this call could just end.

“Dad, do you want to call me back later?”

“Yeah, I’ll call you back. We have some scheduling issues I have to work out.” He sounds relieved, and that bothers me more than it should.

“That’s fine.” The annoyance in my voice could be heard from the moon.

“Love you.”

“Love you,” I mutter before hanging up the phone and rolling my eyes. I understand that he is busy, that he has a very demanding job, but it’s annoying. If I were one of my brothers, he would have made time to talk to me. I’m just the daughter with the unattainable dream who is going to school for some music degree that won’t get me anywhere. His words, not mine.

Whatever.

My dream isn’t unattainable.

It will happen.

Going to my desk, I lift the lid on my laptop and open QuickTime to record. When my face appears on the screen, I smile at myself. I’m living my dreams, and the smile on my face speaks volumes. I haven’t been this happy in a long time, and I basically skip the short distance across my room to get my guitar out of its case. Sitting back down, I scoot my chair back so I’m in the frame on my computer. After messing with the angles and making sure I look good, I glance at the clock to see that I have at least an hour before Mekena gets back.

That’s more than enough time to get this video done.

Hitting record, I smile, feeling almost euphoric as I say, “Hey, Avery Rose here, and thanks for checking me out. This is my cover of ‘Tee Shirt’ by Birdy. Hope you enjoy it. Make sure to subscribe to my channel and leave a comment. I love hearing what you think. So, okay, here we go.”

Then I start playing, my voice adding to the chords in perfect unison. As I look up to make eye contact with whoever will watch this, I love how joyful I look. I love the sparkle in my eyes, the way my face is hurting from grinning so hard. It’s perfect. I’m not sure if I’m still on the high of moving to Nashville and doing what I want or if it’s Lame Line Larry that has me giddy.

Which is a little concerning.

I know that Lame Line Larry is a bad idea; he’s a total player. Plus, he’s a hockey player, and I know what that means. Hockey is all he lives and breathes. He probably only sees me as his next goal, a new notch in his sheet of ice, and that’s fine. Really. I mean, nothing says I can’t enjoy him for what he can give me.

A good time. And some laughs.

No ties, no heartache.

And that sounds awesome to me.
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“Thank God! Some of us are hungry.”

“What took so long?”

“About time, dweeb.”

Rolling my eyes at siblings’ comments, I shut the door behind us as my mom greets us in the foyer. When she wraps her arms around Markus and kisses him loudly on the cheek, I stick my tongue out at my brothers and sister, who all look very annoyed. While I hate being late, I love pissing them off.

“Shut up, some of us have things to do,” I throw back at all three of them and Jude scoffs.

“Aw, look, he thinks he has stuff to do.”

“Aw, does Jace have big-boy things to do now?” Lucy teases, her eyes playful but her face in full bitch mode.

“Of course he does, he thinks he’s hot shit now that he’s the only one left. Our little boy is all grown up.”

“I am hot shit.” I glare as my mom wraps her arms around me, squeezing me tightly. “Screw you guys.”

“Of course you are,” she says, kissing me on the cheek before squeezing me again. “But shame on you for making us wait.”

“I told him to hurry up, that everyone was waiting,” Markus says then, and my jaw drops as everyone glares at me.

“Seriously!”

Mom’s eyes narrow as she tsks at me. “Jace Ryan.”

“Mom, no,” I complain as she turns, still shaking her head before heading down the hall. “It was him. He had to get his hair right.”

“Yeah, but then you were trying to holler at that girl,” Markus says, further throwing me under the bus. I wouldn’t have cared if the image of her hadn’t popped up again, leaving me breathless. Man, she was gorgeous. But soon my brother is running his mouth, and I put my thoughts of No Dating Diane on hold.

“Aw, he’s trying to holler. Like a big boy,” Jude mocks, and I love my sister-in-law extra hard when she smacks his chest.

Before she can say anything, though, Jayden is right behind him. “Dude couldn’t get laid if he tried.”

“And Lord knows he tries,” my sister-in-law Baylor laughs, her eyes dancing with amusement.

“I screwed your best friend, thank you,” I shoot back at her before glaring at Markus. “And it took maybe three minutes to talk to this girl, unlike your forty-minute hairdo!”

“Because you have no game what-so-ever,” Lucy sings as she leans on the chair, crossing her legs.

“Hey, when you look this good, you have to make sure your hair matches,” Markus yells back at me, and then he points at me. “And it took more than three minutes. You stood there and just stared at her for like ten.”

“I did not!”

“Yes, you did! Like a love-sick little kid.” He laughs as Baylor wraps her arms around his shoulders. He hugs her tightly and I glare.

“I was not. I was inviting her to a party.”

“How’d that go? She turn you down?” Jayden laughs, leaning against the wall, his green eyes taunting me.

“Probably, he has no game. She was probably scared of him, all stalkerish and shit.” Lucy shakes her head in horror. “You’d think y’all would have taught him better.”

“Hey, it isn’t my fault you dropped him on his head and it messed up the ‘how to work a girl’ part of his brain,” Jude says back to her as Claire snickers.

I did like her before.

“Um, no. You dropped him.” Lucy is serious, standing as she points. “Or was it Jayden?”

“No, it was Jude,” Jayden proclaims before I cry out in frustration.

“You guys are dicks. I have game! She’s going.”

You know, when you have a best friend, you expect them to stand by you.

But my best friend isn’t like that.

Like the dick he is, Markus chuckles. “She was already coming.”

“Asshole,” I sneer as my family breaks out in gut-busting laughter.

Still smiling, Jude comes toward me, tears in his eyes from laughing so hard before he wraps his arms around me in a big bear hug. He then picks me up off the ground a good inch as he hugs me tightly. I don’t hug him back on the principle of the matter. But I don’t last, and soon, I’m hugging him back. I haven’t seen him since the beginning of summer when he came home for a weekend before he and Claire went back to Vegas so Claire could work at her burlesque club. I’ve missed him terribly and I hate that he couldn’t spend the summer with us, but he’s a married man.

But still, it’s hard growing up with a solid unit, a loving, close-knit family, and then not having it anymore.

First, it was my parents’ divorce that rocked this family to the core. I don’t think anyone is over the betrayal and hurt my father caused us yet. I think I’m the only one who still speaks to him without lawyers. No one else wants anything to do with him and I don’t blame them, but I still yearn for my dad’s attention. I don’t know why, but I do, and that’s my own personal demon to deal with. I don’t understand my siblings. I don’t ever want to tell anyone my dad and I are still in touch or ask for guidance because I know it would upset my mom—and possibly piss off my older siblings.

After the divorce, it seemed like everything was in fast-forward. Jude moved to California slash Vegas with Claire; they’re married and happy, and we only see them maybe five times a year. It’s been an adjustment and it sucks. Jude may get on my nerves, but I look up to him. Hell, I’ve wanted to be him for as long as I can remember. I’m more like him than Jayden. Jude always wanted to play first and think later, but Jayden wasn’t like that. He thinks everything out, and he is constantly worried about everyone. Don’t get me wrong, I worry about the people I love, but I’m not selfless like he is. He’s also always wanted that person to complete him. Jude didn’t, and I’m the same way. Well, Jude didn’t until Claire came along.

Make no mistake, I love my sisters-in-law, both of them, but I miss my family. Even though Jayden is still living in Nashville with Baylor, I hardly ever see him. He’s too busy being married and shit, which is cool, I get it. I know it’s a part of life, but I miss my brothers. I love Lucy but there is a six-year difference between us, and I think she’s always been annoyed by me. She’s also way past my maturity level. She’s been married, divorced, and has a kid of her own. She doesn’t have time for drama or anything along those lines. She’s got too much to worry about, and I don’t want to add to that. Plus, she suffers from a serious case of resting bitch face, so it can be hard to talk to her. Thankfully though, I know she loves me or I would be worried.

It just sucks because I remember when everyone was happy and good—together. Now, Mom is lonely, Dad is marrying the chick he cheated on my mom with—which has everyone in an uproar—Lucy hates life, minus her daughter, Angie, Jude and Jayden have found happiness somewhere else… And then there is me. Trying to find my way and make my dreams come true.

But before I can fully dwell on the feeling of loss, Jude is laughing, stealing my attention.

“Do you need me to teach you game?” he teases as he puts me down, and I flip him off.

“I have game.”

“And you lost your game—you’re married,” Claire says from the side, but Jude doesn’t pay her any mind. His eyes are teasing as Jayden wraps his arm around my neck, squeezing me tight.

“Sure, you do, Jace. And why haven’t I heard from you?”

I roll my eyes at him. “’Cause you have a wife.”

“Hey,” Baylor complains, smacking my shoulder. “You love me.”

“I do,” I say as we hug tightly, and I can’t help thinking that I really lucked out on the sister–in-law gig. My former brother-in-law, Lucy’s ex-husband, was the biggest douche canoe I had ever met, and I was only ten when I met him. I knew then he wouldn’t last, but the moment I met Baylor, and even Claire, I knew they were the other halves to my brothers. I’m closer to Baylor, though, but that’s just because I haven’t been able to spend time with Claire the way I do with Baylor. I sometimes see her more than my brother.

Which is sad, actually.

“I’m just saying,” I add, squeezing her once more as I make eye contact with Jayden. “She calls me for lunch. You do not.”

“That’s only ’cause she’s been training at the university with her dad.”

I give him a speculative look at his accusation and shake my head. “Whatever, I don’t have guilt that I don’t see you, but apparently you do.”

Jayden protests. “Please. No guilt here.”

“Well, I have guilt. Come here, brother hug,” Jude says, wrapping his arms around the both of us. “No sisters allowed!” he adds while Lucy flips us off, and everyone is laughing except me. I don’t think they understand how much I miss them, and I’m absorbing all the love my brothers are showering me with. I never thought I’d miss living in their shadows, but I do. I sort of miss them making fun of me, picking on me, and bossing me around. I don’t know; it’s just been a weird couple years.

“Losers.” Lucy’s voice holds no trace of humor, but everyone laughs anyway. It’s common knowledge that my sister is a bitch, and after all that’s happened, I don’t blame her. She’s an interior designer trying to find her way and single mom with a deadbeat ex-husband. I just wish she could be happy. That maybe someone would come along to show her what real love is like. I doubt she’s looking for him, though. I’m pretty sure we are on the same page about love.

It’s dumb.

Soon, my mom is calling us all to the table and we head toward the dining room. I’m thankful because any more of the hugging and greeting shit and I was going to scream. I hate the reminder that I don’t see these people daily like before. As I cut through the living room of my old family home, I notice my bags are packed and by the couch. “Mom, you packed my stuff?”

“You said you were leaving today, right?” she calls from the kitchen.

“Yeah, but I was gonna do it after dinner.”

“I had time,” she says, waving me off, but I know she didn’t. She did it because she is always moving. She’s never just chill; she won’t allow it. She works a full-time job as a teacher, she runs this household, and she worries constantly about all of us. Ever since the divorce, she has changed. She used to be this thick, fluffy, happy woman, but now she has lost all the fluff and thickness—and even the smile. She isn’t the woman I remember, and I wish I could bring my mom back. I just wish she’d take it easy. Find something other than her kids to make her happy.

“Well, thanks,” I call out as my niece jumps on me, and I catch her easily. Looking every bit like her momma and nothing like that douche, Angie grins at me as she hugs me tightly.

“I don’t want you to leave.”

I nod. “I know, but now we won’t be fighting over the TV.”

Her eyes light up as she hugs me tightly. “Oh yeah, but I’m gonna miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.” I kiss her cheek before putting her back down and taking her hand. “You like school?”

“Yeah, my teacher is nice and things are cool, but I want to play hockey, Jace. Like you guys. Talk to my mom; Jayden is already trying to convince her.”

“I got you,” I say with a wink and a little guilt weighs on my chest. This summer was the last summer I had at home with Angie. I’ll be leaving soon, just like everyone else. While it’s everything I want, it’s kind of a scary thought.

“Awesome! I’m gonna play like you, and I’m gonna be the best.”

“Angie! You know I’m the best,” Jude hollers and she grins sheepishly as Jayden snorts.

“Please, I’m the best.”

But then Baylor holds up her hand. “If you want to base your play on anyone, it should be your awesome aunt who is the first girl in the NHL.”

Angie’s grin falters a bit before she glances up at me and I nod. “It’s okay. We all know I am the best. They are all haters.”

“Haters gonna hate, hate, hate, hate, hate,” she sings and I nod.

“Exactly.”

“I don’t hate. I know I’m better than you,” Jayden says. “Remember who’s in the NHL and who isn’t.”

I give him a deadpan look, pointing at Baylor. “Only because I was protecting your girl when you couldn’t, and I got hurt.”

“Whoa, don’t bring me into this.” Baylor’s hands go up. “But, thanks.”

“Anytime,” I add with a grin. “You watch. I’ll be there soon, kicking all y’all’s asses.”

“Bring it, bro.” Jude laughs as he sets down a plate of steaks.

“Yeah, I’m ready to put you in your place.” Jayden’s eyes are challenging as he sits down beside Baylor.

“Laugh it up, but I’m telling you, I’m gonna do some real damage.”

They both scoff as Lucy sits down beside me and cocks her head to me. “I got my money on the baby.”

“Traitor.”

“Suck-up, you’re just saying that ’cause you still need a babysitter.”

She laughs at Jayden’s accusation, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. I haven’t seen my sister really laugh or even smile in years unless it has something to do with Angie. She is my sister’s light. If it weren’t for her, I don’t know what my sister would do.

It’s kind of scary to think about.

Wrapping my arm around her small frame, I hug her tightly before kissing her cheek. “You will always be my favorite sister.”

She leans her head to mine and nods. “’Cause I’m your only.”

“Small details,” I tease and she smirks as she leans back, taking a steak and cutting it up for Angie.

When Mom comes into the dining room, she lays down three more platters before sitting at the head of the table. When the chair at the other end is pulled out, I glance over to see my coach and my brow rises. It shouldn’t surprise me that Baylor’s dad would come to dinner, but then again, it kind of does.

“Coach Moore?”

He raises his chin to me as he lowers himself into the chair. “Jace, I see you’re late all the time.”

That has Markus snickering as I glare. “It was Markus.”

“It’s fine. Shh,” Mom says before she reaches out and takes my hand. I reach for Lucy’s after she lays down the knife and fork she was using to cut up Angie’s food, and she squeezes my hand lovingly. After we bow our heads, my mom says grace and I can’t help but feel good. Sneaking a peek at my family, Markus, and Coach, who are all thanking the good Lord above for the blessings we have, I wish that this could happen every day.

Do I miss my dad? Sure, but this feels right, and I think it has a lot to do with the new additions: Claire, Baylor, and now Markus. Mom seems happy as she prays, her eyes squeezed tight as she holds Jude’s and my hands tightly. When Jude looks up, a grin pulling at his lips, I smile back. Guilt washes over me as Jude closes his eyes before bowing his head once more. Instead of wishing for things to be what they were, I should be thankful for what I have. A growing family and a support system that is there for me. That loves me.

We may be a broken family with issues, but at least we always have each other.

“Amen,” my mom says, but she doesn’t let go of my hand or even Jude’s. Instead, she looks up, tears in her eyes and a grin on her lips. “I’m so glad everyone is here.”

She is gazing across the table at Coach, and I’m sure I’m not the only one who catches the way she is looking at him. Glancing from my brothers to my sister, I notice they are looking at her funny too, while a grin pulls at Coach’s lips.

What the hell?

When Jude glances over at me, I shrug before looking over at Jayden, who appears as confused as we do.

“What the hell is he doing here?” I mouth and he shrugs. I then bump Lucy with my toe and she shrugs too. I nod my chin to Baylor, but Jayden shakes his head.

“Later,” he mouths but I want to know now.

So does Lucy, apparently. “So nice to have you over for dinner, Coach Moore.”

“Good to be here,” he says simply, but Lucy isn’t done.

With my fork in my hand, I watch as she stares him down. “You know, it’s kinda weird that Jayden and Baylor have been married, what, three months now, and this is the first time you’ve been to dinner?”

He looks up from his dish, and I notice that Jayden and Jude haven’t started eating either. They are waiting for an answer too. We must be the only ones worried about this, or thinking things about it, because everyone else is eating, not curious as to why our coach is here.

“Yeah, Autumn invited me after the parents’ meeting a couple weeks ago.”

Autumn? When the hell did he start calling my mom Autumn?

Her name is Mrs. Sinclair, and she is my mom!

And a couple weeks ago?

What? What the hell?

Glancing at my mom, she is grinning. Like, really grinning.

“I’ve always invited him, but he accepted this time.”

“Figured it was time,” he says then, sending her a grin. “I haven’t really gotten to know Jude and his wife yet, and Baylor’s been asking me to come. Plus, it’s hard to say no to such a beautiful woman.”

Beautiful woman?

What in the ever-loving fuck is going on?

His last comment has Baylor and Claire glancing up as my mouth drops open, and I swear we all look like dogs playing fetch, our heads going from my mom to Coach. They apparently hadn’t noticed we were scrutinizing them.

Finally though, my mom glances over at me and glares. “Eat your food, Jace Ryan.”

Unable to speak, I look down at my plate and consider what I am suspecting.

Is my mom hooking up with my coach?

Chancing a glance back at my mom—I mean, she is beautiful. She’s my mom, and she made four hot kids—I wonder if Coach thinks my mom is hot? Wait, she’s wearing makeup, and fuck, she is still staring at my coach.

Unable to keep my mouth shut, I ask, “Mom, are you wearing makeup?”

Her eyes throw daggers when she tears them away from Coach and on to me. “Yes, Jace, I wear makeup. I am a woman.”

“No, you don’t,” Lucy says.

“Like, ever,” Jayden adds, and his gaze cuts to Coach.

“This is weird.” Jude shakes his head.

“Agreed. I think I lost my appetite,” Lucy comments.

“What’s weird, and why?” Mom asks, glaring at all of us. “We are having dinner. As a family. Don’t be silly.”

“It is weird that you’re here, Dad,” Baylor says.

“I mean, did you want me to come or not?” he snaps back at her, and she glares.

“I want you here. But I’m just saying, I don’t think you are here for me,” she says. When he doesn’t say anything, everyone looks back at my mom.

“I mean, should I just say it?” Lucy asks, holding out her hands. But I don’t think any of us really wants this confirmed, because I’m already shaking my head along with Jude.

“No, just eat,” Jayden says, rubbing his temples as he starts to eat.

“Be adults, guys. Come on.” Claire shakes her head with a grin on her face.

“Shut up, Claire,” we four say at the same time.

“What in the world are you four talking about?” Mom asks, but I look away and start to eat.

The thought of my mom dating is gross.

And the fact that it could be my coach makes it even grosser.

Silence falls over the table as my stomach churns. I don’t know why, but somewhere deep inside of me, I thought maybe my parents would get back together one day. I know it’s probably insane to think. I mean, not only does my mom deserve someone a hell of a lot better than my cheating father, but also, my dad has moved on. I know my mom needs to do the same, but it’s weird.

I don’t want to watch my mom date.

Especially my coach.

Ew.
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“Heels or no heels?”

Mekena looks over at me from where she is doing her makeup and she smiles. I bet I look goofy with one sky-high black heel and a Converse on the other foot, but this is really an important question. Either shoe could go with my rolled at the ankle, tight, skinny jeans and flowy black top that hangs off me in the sexiest way. The black bralette I have on underneath covers the parts that need to be covered, but it doesn’t cover a lot. And I know it shows just enough to get guys to notice.

Well, one guy.

Lame Line Larry.

Which, really…I don’t know why I care to get him to notice. But by the way he was checking me out and basically drooling, I doubt I’ll have to try hard. He wants me and that’s cool. I’m down. He is hot…but he is not part of the plan. My plan was to come here, then get an internship, do well in school, get some gigs, make some friends, and have fun. The end goal is to write a hit song and sing it for millions. That’s my plan. I guess I could put him in the fun category, but something about the way those green eyes of his held mine has me thinking he could be more than just fun.

No. That can’t and won’t happen.

Nowhere in that plan does it say get involved with a dude who has a great body and hot eyes.

Nope.

But then, sex is fun, right?

Yes.

So sex, yes.

Involved, no.

I’m a genius.

Easy peasy.

Letting out a breath at my internal struggle, I’m actually thankful for it. Before I came to Nashville, I didn’t care about anything but getting here. I had spent so long just trying to be okay with the fact no one wanted me, that when the opportunity to leave came, it became my only goal. I didn’t try to attract guys anymore; I didn’t consider sex with anyone. But that’s mostly because no one wanted me. Having a brother like Matty Haverbrooke really didn’t give me that option. One, everyone was obsessed with him, and two, no one wanted to even try to holler at me for fear of him killing them.

Little did they know Matty wouldn’t have noticed or cared because I’m not a hockey stick or a frozen biscuit.

Nope, just his twin sister.

Nothing special.

“What are we going for here?” Mekena’s head falls to the side as she takes me in. She looks adorable in a little sundress, her pale skin glowing from the shimmer powder she’s doused herself in. Her long, black hair is up in a puff thing that looks amazing on her but would look dumb on me since my hair is so thin. Hers is luscious and thick, and I’m jealous. I am. She’s also tiny, short and skinny and crazy smart. She’s kind of a threat but super quiet, so no one pays her any mind. I do, though, and I think she’s awesome. Must be because no one pays me any mind either, unless I have blood dripping from my wrists.

You have to have a hockey stick and a dick to be important in the Haverbrooke household. Which really makes me wonder why I am trying to holler at this guy. He’s everything I don’t want or need right now. So why am I completely attracted to him and thinking about our interaction like mad?

Glutton for punishment, I guess.

But really, since the moment he walked away, I’ve been thinking about him. It’s weird. When I decided to come to school here, I didn’t want to be begging for attention from anyone. I’ve done it for too long, and I need to just do me now. But with him, I want to sing from the rooftops just so he will throw money at me. When I shot my video, the smile on my face was for him. He won’t ever see it because he doesn’t know my name, so what in the hell is wrong with me?

I don’t want to feel all gooey inside for a guy.

I don’t want to sing for him.

And I sure as hell don’t want to get involved with some dude who’s probably going to break my heart.

Dudes are trouble.

Especially hockey players.

And yet, as I glance at myself in the mirror, I want to be pretty.

Jesus, I’m an idiot.

Glancing at Mekena, I shrug. “I think I want to come off as available.”

She nods. “Then go with the heels. But really, you could do the Converses and still look hot.”

I smile as I kick off the heel. As much as I want to be sexy in those heels, my one foot already hurts. Putting on my other shoe, I tie it up as she asks, “Who you trying to be available for? You’ve only been here two weeks. Have you already met someone between making videos and classes?”

I chuckle as I glance over at her, my hair falling into my face. “I don’t know his name. He threw some money into my guitar case today and invited me.”

She smiles sweetly, her eyes glossing over. “Oh, sweet! What a story to tell the kids,” she teases with a cheeky smile.

“Whoa, kid, slow down,” I laugh as I stand up, pulling my shirt down a little and my pants up. “I’m looking at him as a lay.”

She grins at that as she nods. “Well, the Bullies’ house party is a good place to pursue that. But since he invited you, he must play.”

“Oh, yeah,” I agree, sitting down and opening my makeup box. “He’s a hockey player for sure.”

Her face twists in confusion. “Who is he?”

“I told you I don’t know. I dubbed him Lame Line Larry.”

She laughs. “That could be any of them.” Shaking her head, she lines her lips before asking, “What does he look like?”

“Sex,” I answer because it’s the only thing that comes to mind. “He’s, like, hot. Superhot. Green eyes to die for, tattoos up his arms and one huge one on his thigh. He obviously has money. He drives a blue BMW, and he was hanging with a big, beefy African American guy who was also very hot.”

She whips her head to me and grins. “Markus Reeves? And you think he plays hockey?”

“Yeah, for sure,” I agree and she nods.

“Then it had to be Jace Sinclair.”

Hm. Jace. I test the name, and a grin pulls at the side of my mouth. I like it. Good name.

Mekena doesn’t notice me trying his name on my lips, though, and keeps talking. “Who is über hot, and boy, his brothers are also gifts from God. Jesus. The oldest one, Jude, total manwhore. Like he was the manwhore of Bellevue until his wife came along and crushed all the dreams of every girl on this campus.”

“Oh, the tragedy,” I comment offhandedly, but I’m listening. For some reason, I want to know everything before I see him again. Maybe give me a little leverage.

I feel I may need it.

“It was. But then Jayden, the middle brother, holy hot, emotional guy… He is so sweet and oh so hot but not sleazy. When he talks to you, he looks you right in your eyes. Gah, he’s so dreamy. But then Baylor Moore, the first girl ever to play on the Bullies, came along and Jayden was a goner. Married her as soon as they got drafted, like, that day.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, so then, that leaves Jace. He’s cool, hot, of course, but he’s kinda sleazy like Jude. Or at least, that’s the rumor. Not sure if it’s true.”

I smirk. “I’m good with sleazy, Kena. It isn’t like this is forever. One and done.”

“Yeah, that’s how my sister does life. I want forever, though.”

“Good luck with that,” I say, and then I pause when I realize she knows way too much about the Sinclair brothers. “How do you know all this? You don’t, like, want a chance with Jace, do you? ’Cause I’ll back off.”

She shakes her head, laughter bubbling from her throat. “I’m not Jace Sinclair’s type for one, and for two, Jayden used to date my sister. Well, not date, screw, until they decided to part ways. And that’s how I got all the info.”

“Not Jace, though?”

“No. I don’t know anyone who has actually been with him or dated him here. This is only his second year. And last year, he was kinda dating some chick from out of state.

That confuses me. “I pegged him as a player.”

She shrugs as she nods. “Maybe, but you can really trust the rumor mill around here. According to anyone you talk to, everyone sleeps with everyone around here.”

“True,” I agree. “But that’s cool. Maybe he isn’t a full-out player so I won’t have to go get tested in a month.”

She laughs. “I didn’t peg you as a player.”

“I’m not, but maybe I’ll become one.” I’m not one hundred percent committed to the idea, but I can’t hate on it. Get pleasure and never depend on anyone to love you? Sounds like the life I want. It gets tiring begging for love, and I refuse to do it any longer.

But Mekena doesn’t agree. “No, you don’t want to be a ho. You’re too gorgeous to be a ho.”

I wave her off bashfully. I’m not ugly by any means, but gorgeous? Come on.

But then I think back to the way Jace looked at me, and yeah, I felt gorgeous.

For the first time ever, I felt special.

Which is insane. I mean, come on, we were in front of each other maybe five minutes. But in that time, it just was intense. I felt something. A connection.

A horny one.

“Whatever. I haven’t decided,” I say, standing up and smacking my thighs as a way to say I’m done with this conversation. But apparently Mekena isn’t.

“But you’ve decided to inspect the length of Jace Sinclair’s stick?”

I laugh. “Clever, Ms. Preston.” I applaud her. “And yes. I am invested in that task. I will report on the girth, length, and curve.”

“Good, I expect an extensive report.”

“I will be very thorough in my investigations,” I say with a wink and I try not to smile. But soon, I can’t hold it in and we both dissolve in laughter. When I lie back on the bed, my body shakes with my giggles and I can’t remember the last time I laughed this hard. Mekena is great. I really like her and she is making coming to Nashville worth it. I have a feeling we are going to be good friends, and I’ve always needed that. I never had a hard time making friends; it’s just keeping them that was an issue. Coming from a serious hockey family, one where my brothers were bred to be in the NHL, the friends I had didn’t stick around long because their families were jealous of mine.

We are the Kennedys of hockey in New Jersey.

But I don’t want to think about that. I want to be thankful for the friend I have made. Glancing over at Mekena, I smile. But before either of us can say anything now that we’ve stopped laughing, my phone dings with a text message. Bringing it out of my pocket, I see that it’s from Matty, and that surprises me. I haven’t heard from him since I left. Hell, I haven’t heard from any of my brothers.

Opening the message, I roll my eyes.

 

Matty: I miss you, fuckface.

Me: Usually when you tell someone you miss them, you leave off the fuckface.

Matty: Whatever, come home. Stop being dumb.

 

That’s what my whole family, minus my mom, thinks. That I’m being dumb, chasing after something that won’t ever happen.

 

Me: No way. I love it here.

Matty: You won’t for long. It’s just all shiny and new. You’ll change your mind and then everyone will have to stop their lives to come and get you.

 

He can be such a dick.

 

Me: Don’t worry, I won’t call you.

Matty: Yeah, you will. And you’ll also ignore that I’m being a dick because you love me and I love you. I just don’t like being apart.

 

That makes me wrinkle my face in confusion. I want to think he is being sincere, but that isn’t Matty. He’s an asshole to almost everyone. He’s cocky, he knows he’s the best, and he is, but you would think since I shared a womb with him for nine months, he would be nice to me. Nope, I’m an inconvenience more than a sister, and I’m coping with that.

 

Me: Matty, why the hell does it matter if we are apart?

Matty: I guess I never noticed until you were gone. There is no one to hold my sticks and shit. It’s annoying.

 

He’s lucky we aren’t near each other. I would have punched him in the throat.

 

Me: I doubt you’ll have problems finding someone to hold your sticks.

Matty: I don’t want to tho, but whatever. Dad said he got you to fly home next month.

 

Closing my eyes, I shake my head. Didn’t I tell him I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come home? Opening my eyes, I look at the screen as I type back quickly.

 

Me: I don’t know if I’m coming.

Matty: You are. It’s opening night. Seth and Laurence will be home.

Me: Yeah, I don’t know.

Matty: Don’t be dumb. You can put your life on hold to be with your family.

 

Because they’ve ever put their lives on hold for me, at any point.

Neither of my parents flew down here with me. They put me on a plane, had a car service take me to the dealership to get my new car, and when I got to Bellevue, my things were already here and set up. Some people would kill for that, but not me. I wanted my mom and dad here. I wanted the tears and the “I’m gonna miss yous.” Instead of doing it all with me, my dad had everything done by someone else. I got no welcome, no speech about making good decisions, and no don’t get pregnant talk. I was thrown off on my own, and really, I’m used to it. I’ve been doing it for as long as I can remember, but it still hurts.

Especially since the reason I got for why they couldn’t come with me was because Laurence and Matty needed my parents to go with them to do paperwork they had forgotten to do. Being at the bottom of the totem pole sucks ass.

Very angrily, I type back.

 

Me: I’ll get right on that.

Matty: Nice talk.

Me: Best ever.

 

Ugh, I don’t like him much.

“You okay?”

I look over at Mekena as my phone comes to rest on my chest. “Yeah, just my brother sucks.”

“Which one?”

“Matty.”

“Your twin? Aren’t you two supposed to be best friends?”

I shrug. “Apparently he missed that memo when we were in the womb.”

“That sucks.”

I couldn’t agree more, but as I watch her finish her makeup, I decide I have to let this go. I left for a reason. That reason was to be on my own, to pave my own road and live the life I want. If Matty wants to be a dick to me, that’s fine. I’ve always been an afterthought to him, so now he’ll be the afterthought to me. I have too much to be excited about. Too much to be happy about. I’m not going to let him ruin that.

I just won’t.

No matter how much it hurts.

No matter how much I want his love.

“You don’t talk about your family much.”

Glancing up at the ceiling, I shrug. “Not much to discuss. I’m the one no one thinks about. They all have better things to do than worry about me. They all hate that I left, even though no one ever had time for me. Kinda doesn’t make sense, if you ask me.”

“Yeah, that blows,” she says, and I know she cares by the way she is looking at me. But I don’t want her sympathy.

“Doesn’t matter, though. I’m gonna do me. I refuse to be something that’s shelved until they need me.”

As soon as I say that, though, I feel like a jerk. As I shake my head, tears sting my eyes, but I won’t let them fall. My throat thick with emotion, I say, “But my mom isn’t too bad. She’s good to me when she has time to be. She’s sorta weak, goes with what my dad and brothers say. I guess because they monopolized her a lot of the time.”

Makena doesn’t say anything for a long while until I glance over at her. “It’s really no big deal.”

“Still, I’m sorry. That blows.”

“Yeah. Oh, well. New beginnings.”

“Amen to that!” she hoots before hopping up. “Well, I’m ready. Do you still wanna go? You seem bummed.”

Shooting up and out of bed, I nod. “No, I’m good. I’m excited for my first college party.”

And I am.

But I’m pretty sure the root of my excitement is knowing that soon, Jace Sinclair will be looking at me with those naughty, sex-filled eyes. And even though everything inside me is telling me it’s a bad idea…I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be. 
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“So, we have news.”

I look to Claire, who is bouncing in her seat, and I’m sort of thankful for the change of subject. The thought of Mom dating makes me gag, and the looks Mom and Coach have been sending each other are hard to ignore. But thankfully everyone glances up at Claire, and by the looks on everyone’s faces and Claire’s and Jude’s smiling faces, I’m sure we all know what is about to be said. For some odd reason, it’s way easier to think of my brother and his wife making babies than my mom dating. Probably because I’ve walked in on them more than once, and the thought of walking in on my mom makes me want to die. Plus, what they are about to say is expected. They’ve been married like five years or something, Jude is killing it in the NHL, and Claire is rocking her job in Vegas.

First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes my sister-in-law and brother with a baby strapped to his chest.

It’s just so disgustingly cute.

I look over to see my mom grinning hard as she wiggles with excitement. She is about to be super happy and that’s good. She needs this. She really wants another grandbaby, but I haven’t heard anything about this. They must have been keeping it a surprise.

Before they can even confirm or deny, Mom yells, “You’re pregnant!”

“Mom!” Jude cries as Claire laughs, shaking her head.

Oh. Okay.

“That’s the first thing I thought,” I say, surprised.

“Me too,” Lucy and Jayden say at the same time.

“Oh, wait, you’re not pregnant?” Baylor asks.

“Oooh. I want a cousin,” Angie proclaims.

“Can someone pass me the mashed potatoes?” Markus asks and I shake my head.

This family.

“No! Jeez. Am I getting fat or something?” Claire asks, more to Jude than anyone else. Like the good husband he is, he shakes his head, holding her hand in a reassuring way.

“No, not at all,” my mom adds quickly. “It’s just you’ve been married so long.”

“Not even a year, Mom. That’s not long.” Jude shakes his head. “Jesus.”

“Really? I thought it was like five years.”

Lucy scoffs at my math. “I know. They are so sticky sweet in love, it makes us feel like we’ve been subjected to it longer than we actually have.”

I laugh in agreement as Claire clears her throat.

“Anyway…” Claire sings with laughter in her voice. Really, that’s all she can do.

Laugh at the insanity of this family.

“We bought a house here,” Claire says excitedly, her hands waving in a jazz hands sort of way that has my brows rising. I guess she figured everyone would be excited too.

But looking around, I’m sure everyone is thinking the same thing I am. “Why?” Jude sends me a dirty look at my question, and I hold up my hand. “I mean, I don’t understand why you did that when you live in Vegas and Jude lives in Cali.”

“My contract with the burlesque club is coming to an end, and I’ve turned down the renewal because I miss Jude and I want to be home more. I’m already turning over more to my Assistant Choreographer to make the transition faster.”

Silence comes after that last statement, and I can tell everyone is confused. Well, everyone except Coach, Markus, and Angie; they are all eating happily. Not a care in the world.

“I don’t get it,” Lucy says and I smirk. Leave it to my sister to say what all of us are wondering. But like he did to me, Jude starts to glare at her. “What? How is buying a house here helping?”

“Because, when the season is over, we will be living here.”

“Yeah, starting next year, I’ll be running my aunt’s dance studio a lot more since Reese is so busy with the boys,” Claire adds happily, speaking of her…er…cousins? I don’t know how that works. Phillip is her uncle, so, cousins? But before I can try to figure it out, everyone is nodding, so I do the same. Still not getting it, but oh well. Maybe I’ll actually see Jude more now. That is, before I sign my own contract and ship on out.

“So we’ll have a house in California and one here.”

“I’ll spend half the week here and half the week there,” Claire says.

“That’s a lot of travel,” Mom says, concern on her face.

But Claire nods. “Yeah, but it’s what’s best for us. We are happy.”

“And that is all that matters,” Mom says with a grin. “Because then you’ll start trying for a baby, right?”

“Ugh, Mom,” Jude groans.

“What? I want more grandkids.” Mom’s gaze then falls on Baylor.

“Whoa! Don’t look at me. They are more likely to have kids than us,” she says, hooking her thumb to Jude and Claire.

“Um, no, and it only makes sense that you guys have a kid first ’cause you live here. Easy babysitters,” Jude teases down to Jayden and Baylor.

“No, I can’t play and be pregnant, dumbass.”

“So? Do your job as a woman and have a baby,” Jude throws back at her, his eyes playful. But even I knew he was a dead man the moment he opened his mouth. The women at the table gasp, and laughter sputters out of me.

God, he is a dumbass.

“Jude Marshall!”

“Really, Jude?” Lucy asks as Claire shakes her head.

I look to Coach, but he’s just laughing. “Man, she’s gonna kill you.”

“Your funeral.” Somehow Markus is able to comment around stuffing his mouth as I sit back and watch the show.

As I expected, Baylor’s eyes narrow, her face turning red as she declares, “My job as a woman is to murder you, Jude Sinclair.”

“And I won’t stop her,” Jayden adds.

“Neither will I,” Claire says and Jude just shrugs his shoulders.

“Bring it. I’ll take you out like I did last time.”

That has Baylor’s eyes blazing even more. “It was a cheap shot, and you know it.”

“You took her legs out,” Coach hollers. “On a breakaway!”

“Like a pussy,” Jayden declares with a nod.

“I had to stop her.” Jude shrugs like it was a given, but it was a dirty play. And when Baylor punched him square in the jaw, man, that was probably my favorite thing ever to watch.

That girl is twenty shades of nuts on that ice.

“Whatever. I’ll kill you dead, Sinclair,” she sneers and Mom throws her hands up.

“Enough. It’s over. Baby talk done. I’ll shelve it for another time.”

“It’s gonna be a while. No babies here,” Jude says.

“Or here. Make sure to dust that shelf, since no one is bringing it back up,” Jayden adds.

“Definitely not here. Say hello to your one and only baby doll.” Lucy cups Angie’s face. Angie sends a big, toothless grin to my mom and she smiles.

“And she’s more than enough, aren’t you, stinker?”

“Yup,” Angie cheers then as my mom’s smile grows. I know that her initial request wasn’t directed at me, but I decide to throw in too.

“Sorry, Mom. I can’t give you a baby either. No woman,” I tease and she smiles.

“Thank God. The world isn’t ready for another Jace Sinclair.” She pats my hand lightly and I scoff.

“For sure, man. That would be a spoiled, whiny-ass baby,” is Jude’s opinion.

“Annoying as hell too,” Lucy decides.

“Ugly as hell,” Jayden says with a shake of his head, which throws everyone into fits of laughter.

“Whatever, dude. You’re just jealous I’m hotter than you!”

But no one pays me any mind, and soon I’m laughing too as I look around the table at the people I love. I know I need to go soon; I need to set up and get ready for tonight, but as my gaze goes from person to person surrounding me, I decide I want to be nowhere else but here. Why would I want to change this insanity when they are my reason for smiling? No one can come close to my family. But as soon as that thought comes, a pair of turquoise green eyes appears in my head and then I’m really smiling.

Not sure what that’s all about, but I want to find out.

And that means no matter how much I don’t want to leave, I have to.

Because I gotta save a beer for No Dating Diane.
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After dinner, we only stay a little while longer before I say good-bye to everyone. As much as I want to hang out and chill, I have to get back to the house to prepare. My phone has been blowing up with questions from some of the guys, and honestly, I’m really reconsidering taking this leadership position. But I can’t. Both my brothers were captains of the Bullies before they went into the draft. It helped them in the long run—hell, there is even talk that Jayden will be the captain of the Nashville Assassins when the famous Shea Adler retires. That’s huge, and I want that. I want that security, so I need to work for it.

That’s the one thing about hockey.

It’s the only thing I’ll truly work for because it’s my one true love.

Hugging my sisters-in-law and then my sister, I kiss Angie before loving on my mom and sending an awkward wave to Coach. I’m trying not to be weirded out as I watch Coach help my mom clean the kitchen. Nope, I just wave and don’t make eye contact. But it’s weird, like, really weird.

“Do you think they’re dating?” I ask as Jude and Jayden walk with Markus and me out to my car.

“I don’t know. It’s odd,” Jude says, crossing his arms over his chest as Jayden nods.

“Baylor didn’t know anything. I asked.”

“Does she think so?” Markus asks and Jayden nods sullenly.

“Yeah, she said for her dad to clean up and be sober for something other than hockey, that means he likes her. Not sure how I feel about that.”

“I don’t like it,” Jude decides.

“It’s weird,” I say once more as I lean against the car, and they all nod in agreement. When Jayden’s eyes fall to my BMW, I see the question in them before he asks it.

“Where’d you get the wheels?”

I look down at my beauty of a car, the fading sun shining on the blue finish before I cross my own arms to match my big brothers’ stances. Markus must have felt the tension thicken in the air because he’s moved to the side of the car, almost as if he is trying to hide. But he is almost seven feet tall, a huge, burly dude—there is no hiding him if he tried.

“Dad bought it for me,” I say simply, because I have nothing to hide. Did I ask for it? No. But really, what nineteen-year-old turns down a new BMW?

Not this one.

Jayden looks away as Jude shakes his head in disgust. “He’s trying to buy your love, Jace. I hope you see that.”

I shrug. “Sure, but I needed a car. I’m too hot to be walking. Come on, dude.”

“So buy one. I told you, you can buy my bike off me.”

“And I said you could buy my car off me.”

I roll my eyes. “So either I pay you two or I get a free car? A slick, woman-getting one at that. I think I’ll go for the free, guaranteed pussy-wagon.”

I’m trying for a joke to lighten them up, to make them see it doesn’t matter, but all my comment does is piss them both off. But I don’t want to fight. I really don’t. What do they expect? If they were my age, they would have done the same. Hell, they did before my dad was a cheating bastard. “I’m doing the same thing y’all did.”

Man, I shouldn’t have said that.

Jayden is in my face in seconds, taking me by my shirt and lifting me up onto my toes. While Jayden is the chillest dude I know, he has a temper. And anything that deals with my dad brings out the crazy. “I worked for everything I have, and you know that. I didn’t and don’t take free handouts, especially from the dick that broke our mother’s heart.”

Jude’s hand comes to Jayden’s chest, stopping him, but his green eyes are wild and locked with mine. It is true; Jayden does work for everything he has because he wants to. Before, he didn’t want to owe anyone anything, and I respect that, I like that about him. But I don’t owe my dad shit.

“I never said you didn’t, Jay. I’m just saying, if Dad wants to buy my love, he can go ahead and try. I’ll answer the phone and say hi, but it doesn’t mean I like him much. I just needed a car.”

“Then you should have worked for it. Things aren’t gonna get handed to you because of who you are. You’ve had this easy life, Mom spoon-feeding you, up your ass twenty-four seven. Coaches dubbing you as the golden player and not making you work for things. You have been given everything, and soon there will be no one to do that for you. You have to work for what you want,” Jayden stresses. This isn’t the first time I have heard this.

“I hear you,” I groan because he’s been preaching that shit to me, hard, since last year. He took the divorce the hardest, and I get it. But damn, I’m tired of the broken record. “But I don’t know what the big deal is about taking a car when I need one to get around campus and shit.”

“Because you don’t need that asshole for anything.” His voice is full of venom, and it’s obvious who hates our dad the most.

It’s the big dude who has my shirt clenched in his even bigger hand.

“He’s our dad.” I don’t know why I say that. To them, he isn’t. But to me, he is. I want him to be the man I loved for so long, not the cheating bastard he is now. I’m still hoping he’ll turn back into that man. I know it’s dumb to hope that, naïve even, but I really wish it would happen.

“No. He’s a sperm donor, and you best remember that because if you keep on, he’ll hurt you. I promise you that,” Jude says this time, and it kind of surprises me. While he doesn’t get along with my father, he hardly ever talks badly about him. It’s usually just Jayden and Lucy. “We just want you to stand on your own two feet. You’ve been fed with a silver spoon your whole life. One day, you’re gonna have to support yourself, bro. Better start preparing for that. Mom isn’t going to be there to clean up your messes forever.”

I nod. “I got this.”

And I do. I’m good. I want to enjoy my last year of fun before it’s time to adult, but these two don’t want to give that to me. They want me to be them, and it’s not realistic. They had their time of fun, living off my dad. Why shouldn’t I get that? Because of a divorce I have nothing to do with? That’s not fair. I get what they are saying and I’m watching my back, but I’m not gonna refuse a free car. Or money.

“Have you gotten a job?” Jayden asks and I shrug.

“Working on it.”

That has both of them rolling their eyes, but my dad said he’d send me money. Why do I need a job? I’m not telling them that, though. I need to focus on hockey; I need to have fun. I’m still a kid, damn it!

“I hope so,” Jayden says and then his arms come around me, hugging me tightly. While he does have a scary temper, he loves harder. That’s Jayden for you. You take the crazy with the real good. He’s a good brother. A pain in the ass, a broken record, but a damn good brother. “I love you. Call me if you need anything.”

“Love you,” I mumble as he hugs me, and I know he’d rather I call him than my dad, but it’s just easier. I feel like my dad will give me what I want with no strings attached and no lecture. But with Jayden and Jude, I will have to pay them back, own up to what I need, and I don’t want their disappointment.

Jude takes me into his arms next, hugging me tightly. “I love you, Jace. We just want you to be a good man, you know that?”

“I do,” I say back and he hugs me harder. “And I love you too.”

Pulling back, he looks deep into my eyes, urging me to listen. “It seems great now. He’s doing everything, sending money and buying you shit. But he’ll burn you, and then what will you have? Nothing. So get it together now, prepare yourself, because that money train won’t last. Believe me. He’s burned us all. Plus, you don’t want to be that guy, the one who depends on other people. You are stronger than that.”

For fuck’s sake, I’m nineteen, people. Let me be a kid.

I can’t say that, and as I bite the inside of my cheek, I nod. “I hear you.”

“Good. I love you, dork. Call me if you need guidance on how to pick up chicks. I know you’re struggling with that.” His face breaks into a grin, and before I can push him away, he is tackle-hugging me again, squeezing me tightly.

“Remember, don’t be a fool, wrap up the tool…if you can even get that far,” Jayden jokes, and I break from Jude to push hard against his chest as he laughs, smacking the side of my neck with his big hand.

“And remember there are two holes. One is good, the other is also good, but most of the time, girls freak the hell out,” Jude says between laughs.

“Plus, the boobs are not handlebars, they are love cushions.” Jayden cups his own chest and I roll my eyes.

These guys are fucking sixteen-year-olds, not men.

“You guys are assholes,” I say as Markus wheezes on the car.

“Hey, we are trying to help,” Jude says. “Can’t send my brother out to lose his V-card and not know what to do.”

My jaw drops. “Dude, I’m not virgin.”

“Of course not,” Jayden says with a wink. “I’m sure some girl will believe that.”

Closing my eyes, I take in a deep breath as I shake my head. I want to chase them, but then my phone is vibrating in my pocket with text messages, and I know I need to go. Pulling it out, I see I’m right. Without looking up, I say, “I hate you both.”

“But we love you, Jace, so much,” they say together in a repulsive way that sets my teeth on edge. I swear they were put on this earth to drive me batshit.

Still though, I love them. “You guys don’t want to come tonight?”

Jude scoffs. “No way, Claire would throw a bitch fit.”

“And Baylor would help,” Jayden laughs. “No, we are gonna hang with Mom. Be old and shit.”

“Lame-ass bitches,” I tease, walking around to my car. “Fine, go put your tampon in, but if by chance you change your mind, come on out and watch your baby bro pull girls left and right.”

Markus heckles. “You couldn’t pull a wagon. Really, guys, he sucks at pulling girls. You failed him.”

I glare as Jude and Jayden chuckle. “I don’t like you.”

“I looooooooooove you,” Markus laughs as Jayden cups my shoulder.

“Don’t worry, young one. The force is strong within you. Your game shall come. I feel it.”

“I hate you.”

“Just remember, don’t stare at their boobs.” Jude is still laughing.

“And listen to what they say,” Jayden adds. “Girls like that shit.”

“You guys are dumb, and plus, I don’t want some boring marriage. I want fun.” I get into the car.

“Ha!” Jude laughs. “I had fun for a good long time. Let me tell you, my boring marriage is a billion times better.”

I roll my eyes as Jayden says, “I’d take Baylor over a thousand different women. You just wait. There is a girl out there ready to knock you on your ass.”

“Yeah, right.” I slam the door and wave at them. “I’m sure as hell not looking for her.”

“You don’t have to,” Jude calls out to me. “She’ll come along and hit you harder than a two-hundred-pound defensemen, you watch.”

“And then you’ll be saying, man, my brothers were right.” Jayden’s attempt at mocking me is a fail in my eyes, but apparently Markus and Jude think he’s funny.

“Whatever. I don’t have time for all that, and I sure as hell won’t admit that you two losers are ever right.”

“You’ll see,” Jayden calls out as I back out of the driveway. But I just wave, thinking they are both crazy.

But for some reason, those turquoise eyes flash in my mind and I quickly shake my head.

Nope, no girl is worth all that.

Especially when you add in the possibility of admitting my brothers are right.

No way.

Won’t happen.
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The campus is buzzing with excitement as we head toward the Bullies’ house. Every person I pass is talking about the party and asking who is going. With every step I take toward the house, excitement rattles within me. According to Mekena, this is the party of the year. It is always wild and so much fun. There is already even a video posted on Facebook of people doing keg stands and a big game of broom hockey. It was huge, and it looked like fun. But I can’t say I wish I had been there for that.

Since I hate hockey and all.

Well, maybe not the sport…but eh, whatever.

Mekena is excited, though. She is smiling, waving at people, and quickly I realize my assumptions of her were wrong. She is a people-pleaser and she obviously knows everyone. She hugs and kisses a lot of our classmates as we make our way across the quad. Soon, I learn that she went to high school here in Nashville. Along with that, her sister is a senior here and took her to all the parties last year to get her ready. While my home life is shit, Mekena’s isn’t. She loves her family, and her sister is basically her best friend.

Lucky bitch.

God, how I wish I’d had a sister. Someone I could confide in, someone to tell about my newest crush, and someone to hold me when that boy breaks my heart. We’d go shopping and share clothes; we’d be two peas in a pod. Man, how amazing it would be. Instead, I got three huge brothers who smelled most of the time and made me carry their shit after games. No shopping, no heart-to-hearts, and definitely no holding me after a breakup. Nope. Nothing.

But Mekena has all that, and when I come face-to-face with Skylar Preston, the only thing I can think is, holy crap, they are twins. Just Skylar is thicker…a lot thicker than Mekena. Not fat, but I’m pretty sure the girl could bench me over her head.

Kind of scary.

Especially when she sets Mekena with a look that tells her she is not playing around and also that she is annoyed. “I’m not going to chill with you all night. You’re on your own.”

“I got this,” Mekena says confidently, and that blows my mind. Where was this girl for the last week? I swear, she had her nose in the books, was quiet, and nothing else mattered but getting A’s in all her classes. This girl is ready to party, dressed to kill, and self-assured. What the hell? “And you know what? You can’t chill with me and my friend.”

“Oh, poo.” The sarcasm is strong in Skylar’s voice, but worry is still in her eyes. “Remember, don’t take drinks from dudes unless you know them, and even then, be careful. You start feeling weird, drop the cup and find me. Don’t do drugs here. They are mostly laced with something. And also, don’t end up getting raped, please. Be smart. This ain’t your first rodeo.”

“Yeah, I know. Don’t worry.”

Skylar isn’t convinced, though, and she rolls her eyes. “So who are you trying to holler at? I know you didn’t leave your books for a party unless it was for some guy.”

Oh…that makes sense.

Mekena’s cheeks flush with color as she shrugs, which makes Skylar laugh. “Oh gosh, please tell me it isn’t Markus,” she says, twirling her hair on her finger. “Aren’t you over him yet? It’s been like a year.”

This is new. I’ve never heard her mention him. Like, ever.

Now Ron Weasley, yes, she’s talked about him constantly.

“I didn’t know you were crushing on someone,” I add with a grin. But before she can say anything, Skylar is talking.

“Girl, please. She’s in love with a dude who doesn’t want anything to do with her or even know her name.”

“Shut up,” Mekena urges, looking around, but no one is near us. We are the only ones standing on the sidewalk in front of the house. Everyone else is either inside the party or lying in the front yard. From the looks of it, the party is insane. Music is streaming loudly, lights are flashing, and the backyard is filled with people. It is so loud my ears hurt, and I’m not even inside yet.

But I am ready to get in there.

“Whatever. You didn’t introduce me to your friend.”

That catches my attention and I turn to meet Skylar’s eyes. “Avery. We’re roommates.”

“Oh, the singer,” she says, nodding her head. “Yeah, Kena told me all about you. Cool, nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

She isn’t paying attention to me, though, as she turns back to Mekena. “Markus is a bad idea. He’s hooking up with Leslie, and rumor is, she has herpes.”

“Jesus! Her poor vagina,” I say, disgust all over my face, which sends Skylar into a hoot of laughter.

“Right? It’s gross, but yeah, that’s the rumor. So just be careful, Kena. Okay?”

“Yeah, I heard you.” I smile as Mekena nods, toeing the ground with her foot. They are cute, and it’s apparent how much Skylar cares about her baby sister. Makes me completely jealous. I’d love for my brothers to care just a little bit about me. I push thoughts of them to the side and look toward the house before letting out a long breath.

“Are we going in?” When I turn, they are both looking at me. “What? Let’s go.”

Skylar grins, her eyes narrowing as she holds my gaze. “Someone you wanna see? Who? I know them all. I’m the captain of the dance team, which means I can get you an in with any dude on the team.”

I give her a condescending grin. I feel that isn’t something you should be proud of, but who am I to judge? Two hours ago, I was considering the ho life, so I’m obviously no better than her. Shaking my head, I go to say something snarky, I’m sure. But before I can answer, Mekena volunteers, “Jace Sinclair invited her, and Ross Asher did too.”

“Oh, wow, I’m impressed,” Skylar says and her face shows it, which is odd to me. What, are those dudes hard to get to? Every hockey player I’ve ever met has been quick to jump into bed with any girl.

Maybe I should be worried about my Lame Line Larry?

Nodding her head, she adds. “Ross, don’t even try. He’s totally in love with his girlfriend, and he has a small dick. Been there, done that. But he probably invited you for his brother, Richie, who is the biggest asshole I know. Also a small dick. But Jace, Jace is good.”

I can only blink. Did she sleep with Jace?

“That’s who she’s wanting to see, Jace.”

Skylar nods once more. “Good choice. He’s a good dude, should be the captain this year, just like his brothers were. By the way, his brother was great in bed, so I’m sure Jace is too. Also, my best friend is married to their older brother, and she says he’s amazing.”

“So you haven’t slept with Jace?”

She grins. “Nope, never got a chance to. He’s young, though, and that makes me feel weird. Plus, I’ll never get to Jude, so really, no point. I like to finish my sets.”

Wow.

“Told you she’s a slut,” Mekena mutters and I grin.

“Whatever. I got things to do,” Skylar says, sending me a suggestive grin.

“Obviously. Lots of dudes, so little time.”

“Right!” Skylar hollers, pointing at me. “At least your friend gets it.”

Mekena rolls her eyes as she lets out a breath. When the door opens and catches our attention, people spill out and I’m eager to get in there.

I want to go to my first party.

I want to drink and let loose.

I want to be immersed in the college lifestyle.

I want to live.

And…I kind of…want to…see…Jace.

Okay. A lot. I want to see him a lot.

“So, we’re going?”

“Yeah. Let’s go,” Skylar says then, starting for the house. “You two stay close.”

Mekena rolls her eyes again, but I smile. It’s sweet and obvious that Mekena doesn’t even know how great she has it. But it isn’t my place to remind her of that. I would have given anything for someone to look out for me when I was younger. I’ve learned to do it on my own, but some guidance would have been nice.

But before I can dwell too much on that, we are walking across the yard and into the Bullies’ house. As soon as I go through the door, someone hands me a drink. I don’t even see the person, but Skylar takes it from me and then one that was handed to Mekena, trashing them both.

Rolling her eyes, she yells, “Follow me, and deny anything from anyone.”

We both nod, looking like deer in headlights as we follow her through the wild party. People are everywhere, dancing, playing broom hockey, beer pong, keg stands—it’s everything you see on TV and more. It’s kind of overwhelming, but then, so fucking cool. With a huge grin on my face, I bypass people, guys mainly, handing me drinks as I take everything else in. When we reach the kitchen, it isn’t so loud, but holy shit, this place is trashed.

Beer bottles, cans, empty liquor bottles, trash, and filth are everywhere. It’s disgusting. When I look at Skylar, her eyes are wide. “Holy crap, this place is fucked up.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

She looks back at me and shakes her head. “Where the hell is Jace? This place should not look like this.”

“Right here, and I know.”

All three of us turn around, and with no warning at all, my jaw drops. If I thought Jace Sinclair was hot this morning, nothing could compare to the picturesque man in front of me right now. Standing there in a pair of loose-fitting shorts that hang low on his hips, he has no shirt on. Nothing.

Just abs, pecs, and tattoos.

Holy. Shit.

His left arm is covered with vines that form a hockey stick in the middle. Along the vines are little red birds with what appear to be names within them. I can’t make out what they say, but I can count five little red birds. Maybe his family? I don’t know because then my eyes are roaming across his chest where a little watercolor elephant sits with the word “Mom” beneath it. Aw, he’s a momma’s boy.

And Lord, is he hot.

With wide eyes, I look up to meet his gaze that’s a little panicked. But soon it transforms into an appreciative look. His eyes darken and I swear the air thickens. Gasping, I tuck my hands into my pockets, watching as he devours me with his eyes.

Roughly, he says, “Hey, No Dating Diane.”

A grin pulls at my lips. “Hey there, Lame Line Larry.”

A grin crosses his mouth and everything inside me goes hot. His teeth are so damn straight and look so clean. I know, I’m weird, but crap, it is hot. His lips are full, except for a little spot where a white scar sits. His jaw is covered with dark hair, giving him a scruffy look that shoots need down between my legs. Hair dusts the middle of his chest—not much, but enough to have my body burning with need.

Lord, he is gorgeous.

“Nice tattoo,” I say, lifting my chin in the direction of his arm. “Who are the birds? All the girls whose hearts you broke?”

He laughs, shaking his head. “My family.”

Aw. Before I can say more, his lips are curving. “I’ve broken way more hearts than just five.”

With a straight face, I nod, knowing damn well he’s full of it. “Of course.”

We hold each other’s gaze, and my heart speeds up in my chest as I get lost in his sinful eyes.

“Put your tongue back in your mouth,” Skylar teases, and I snap my mouth shut as Jace’s grin grows. “What the hell is going on here?”

Without taking his eyes from mine, he answers her. “Mayhem. I don’t know how my brothers did this crazy. I tried to enjoy the party. Five seconds later, shit is wack.”

“Did you give everyone duties?”

His brow rises as his eyes do a slow trail down my body. “Um… No?”

“There is your first mistake. Y’all are gonna be cleaning like mad tomorrow. Coach sees this, he’s gonna flip.”

“I know,” he said, letting out a long breath, this time looking away, which is good. I can finally breathe. “Oh well, I’ll worry about it tomorrow.”

He looks around and then runs his hand down his chest. I’m not sure what Skylar and Mekena are thinking, but I am thinking one thing.

Holy hot sex!

He is basically dripping with sex, trouble, and everything naughty. It’s seeping out of his pores and intoxicating me. And I want nothing more than to be consumed by him.

Looking back at Skylar, he asks, “Is this your baby sister?”

Now, I’m the one who can’t stop staring at him. I just have to drink in everything I am seeing. I’m worried it’s all a dream. That he’s not real. He can’t be. I mean, he has the V! The V that points down to where I suddenly want to explore more than I want my next breath. His body is just downright wicked and illegal. No one should be this hot.

“Yup, this is Mekena.”

I’m paying them no mind, and I really don’t notice that he reaches out to shake her hand. I’m too obsessed with the dips of his muscles, the lines of his chest and jaw, and then the impressive bulge in his shorts.

I’m thinking that Ms. Skylar was completely right.

Because I’m pretty damn sure that isn’t a hockey stick in his pants.

Before I can stop myself, I’m reaching out, my finger poking him in the shoulder. His skin is hot under my finger, and I swear every inch of me breaks out in gooseflesh. He must have been talking because he pauses, looking over at me with a grin. His eyes are locked on mine, and it takes everything for me not to drool.

“Yes?”

“Sorry,” I say stupidly. “I don’t think you’re real.”

His grin is unstoppable as Skylar and Mekena laugh. Taking a step toward me, he invades my personal space with his nose almost touching mine as he holds my gaze. “I said that earlier, that you were a complete figment of my imagination because there is no way someone as gorgeous and talented as you could be gracing my presence.”

I’m breathless and my stomach hurts from the butterflies going nuts as I gasp for air. He takes a step closer and I honestly don’t know what is happening. I want him—Lord, do I want him—but I have no clue who he is. Nothing. Only what I’ve heard. I’m not that girl, but he’s bringing that girl out somehow. I’m two seconds from climbing him like a tree and riding his face until I can’t take it any longer.

“I’ve been thinking about you.”

“You have?” I gasp and he nods.

“All day, and then I was wondering when you’d show up.”

“We got food first.”

I don’t think he hears me, though, his gaze dropping to my lips. I hold my breath as he cups my jaw, his thumb moving hypnotically along my bottom lip. His eyes are so dark, almost black, as the air around us becomes electrified. I don’t know what is happening, but shit, I want more. His body is so hot, desire coming off him in waves, crashing against me as I just try to breathe. He’s like a lion and I feel like his prey with the way he is looking at me. So animalistic, and I’m honestly unsure if he wants me or if he wants to kill me.

It’s intoxicating.

Never in my life has anyone looked at me like this guy.

This hockey player has my whole body begging for his.

How? Why? And Jesus, what is going to happen next?

“Do you two know each other?”

“Nope,” we both say at the same time.

“But that’s gonna change,” he murmurs and I nod.

“Yeah, it is.”

“I feel like I should look away,” I hear Mekena say, and I would laugh, but we are sharing the same breath, our lips are so close.

“Yeah, let’s get a drink.”

But Jace doesn’t move.

Neither do I.

“I got you something,” he mutters and I hold my breath as he moves. Suddenly, he brings a beer bottle up for me to see. “I’ve been keeping it safe for you.”

Swallowing loudly, I know I’m in trouble. I know I should run. But instead, I hold his gaze, my lips curving as I whisper, “Oh, Larry.”

Well, I thought I’d whispered, but actually, I whimpered. And that has his eyes darkening even more. His face flushes, the splotches appearing down his chest. My body is tingling, and the white-hot lust that is running through my body is downright confusing. How can I want someone this badly? Especially someone I don’t even know.

“What is going on here?” he asks suddenly and I can’t even answer.

My breath is coming out hard. His hands tighten on my hip and jaw, and I can feel his heartbeat against mine. I know I shouldn’t let him be this close, touching me, but I can’t stop him. Let alone think. Because thinking isn’t even an option.

Nothing is except to be completely lost in the green depths of his eyes.

Somehow, I blink dumbly at him and I shrug, which causes his lips to curve. “I have no clue.”

“Me either.”

“But I like it.”

“Oh, Diane, me too. So fucking much,” he whispers back as his lips slowly start to drop down to mine. I close my eyes, my hands coming up on his bare chest, ready for the kiss I know will be fucking amazing…but nothing happens.

Opening my eyes, I watch as he lets me go, being pulled back by a group of guys.

They are turning him upside down.

Oh, fun, it’s time for a keg stand.

Great.

Not.
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Even upside down, my No Dating Diane is gorgeous.

Shit, I should really ask her for her name.

She sure as hell doesn’t look like a Diane.

Maybe a Dirty Diana, but not a Diane.

When I saw her earlier today, I thought she was hot, gorgeous. But tonight, she’s pulling out all the stops. The shirt she is wearing doesn’t fit; it’s big, hanging off her in a carefree way that has me wanting to rip it off her with my teeth. The bra she’s wearing underneath it is almost see-through, and the little peek of skin is ridiculously hot. I hadn’t noticed the sick-ass black and gray guitar tattoo she has on her forearm or the other one that is a daisy with music notes falling from it in the same place on her other arm. They are amazing tattoos and only add to her hotness. Her jeans might as well be painted on, showing her long, thin legs, with just a small peek of ankle. It’s sad that her little glimpse of ankle has me drooling, making me want to drop to my knees to touch the skin, just to feel her.

I hadn’t realized how long her hair really is, touching her butt and making me want to wrap it around my hand to pull her to me for a kiss. God, we were so close to doing just that. I don’t know what came over me. I just had to taste her, feel her body against mine. I have no clue what it is, but man, she’s got me in some kind of trance. It’s weird. Crazy, even.

But it has to be her eyes. Those turquoise depths are complete trouble. They make me feel things I’ve never felt. They make my stomach clench, my cock perk with excitement. They are flawless. Perfect, especially with the way her dark lashes fan above them.

I could stare at her all night.

And that’s my plan.

I just wish my boys wouldn’t have pulled me away for a keg stand, though.

As I hold on to the keg, Markus puts the end of the tap in my mouth and the beer starts to flow. Everyone is hooting and hollering, but all I can do is look at her as the beer streams down my throat. This isn’t my first keg stand, and I like to think I’ve become a pro at them. Hell, with Jude as my brother, how could I not? He has the longest keg-stand record right now.

But not for long.

Holding her gaze, I watch as her face changes, her brows rising as she watches. She’s upset that I was pulled away—I can read it all over her face and body—but I plan to come back to her. No doubt about that. In the meantime, though, I’ll be amazing.

Like always.

Gripping the side of the freezing keg, I start to do inverted push-ups, just for shits and giggles. As I expect, people lose their shit as they count loudly, all eyes on me. Just like I want it. I want people to know that this Sinclair is just as good as the others. If not better. It doesn’t matter that they are in the NHL and I’m not. I was hurt, but my time is coming. And in the process, I’m going to burn a trail of awesomeness that leaves a mark on everyone at this school.

I will be remembered.

And not because I’m Jude and Jayden Sinclair’s little brother.

But because of who I am.

The best.

As the crowd counts, I can tell that I’ve impressed No Dating Diane and that makes me push on. Her lips curve as she watches, her thumbs hanging loosely in her belt loops, looking ten times better than this beer. Hell, a million times better.

Still going, though, I have twenty more seconds. I start to get a little light-headed, but I refuse to stop. I will beat Jude. My boy Richie is recording this; it’s going to be on Facebook and Jude best believe I’m going to tag him in it. Jayden’s and his reign is over—it’s time for me to take over. This is my house, my team, and damn it, I’m going to leave hellfire behind me.

“Sixty-one, sixty-two, sixty-three, sixty-four.”

Only seven more seconds. I can do this. Closing my eyes, I dig deep like I would on the ice. On the ice, I’m unstoppable, and that’s the way I need to be now. When I have my mind set on something, I do it, and I don’t lose. I win. Well, except for that time I had my collarbone broken because I was protecting my now sister-in-law, but that’s all small details. I’m healthy. I’m ready to win. I’m ready to show this fucking school who the best is. I was supposed to go before both my brothers, but shit just kept getting in the way.

Now, though, nothing will get in my way.

“Woo-hoo! Go, Jace!”

Opening my eyes, I see No Dating Diane holding her beer in a toast as she cheers me on, counting with everyone. I don’t know why that means so much to me, but it does. I like that she is supporting me.

Wait.

What the hell is up with her?

Why does she affect me so?

“Seventy, seventy-one, seventy-two!”

Yup, I’m done. When I nod my head, Markus pulls the tap out of my mouth and then helps right me. Closing my eyes, I swallow down the barf that wants to escape and inhale a deep breath. I’ve got this. I do.

“New house champion!” Richie yells, holding up my hand as the crowd goes nuts. “What’s you got to say, Champ?”

I look back at Richie; he’s holding the camera up, waiting for my response with a big goofy grin. Smiling, I choke down some more puke before I say, “Winner, winner, chicken dinner. In your face, Jude Sinclair!”

That sends the crowd into a frenzy, and soon everyone is patting me on the head, smacking me on the back, and fist-pumping as I make my way back to Diane. I’m woozy and my stomach hurts, but nothing is going to keep me from finding out her name. She’s watching as I come toward her, wobbling as I walk and still swallowing down the puke that is trying its hardest to get out.

As I stop in front of her, she grins up at me. “Wow, I’m impressed.”

“Thanks,” I say before letting out a long, obnoxious burp that has my boys cheering. Swallowing hard, I blink, realizing I may be drunk. I hadn’t even drunk all day because I knew I was going to attempt that time tonight. I have been talking about it for a while, and no one paid me any mind because Jude had the record and no one could beat him. I knew I could. But shit, I have no clue how my brother got trashed and then held that for seventy-one seconds, because I feel like I’m going to puke my brains out and die. Kudos to him.

Even though I’m better.

“You okay, big guy?” she asks and I smile.

“Yeah, fine.” I wave her off, holding my chest as I burp again. “Ugh, sorry. I’m not usually this trashy.”

“No?”

I grin. “Nope, I’m a classy dude.”

“Ha, I highly doubt that,” she teases and I hold up my forefinger and thumb.

“Just a bit.”

“Yeah, okay.”

I burp again and I think I’m good. Everything is going to stay down. I hope. “So where were we?”

Her eyes are bright, intoxicating, as she looks up at me. She’s way shorter than me, which surprises me. She has what I thought were long legs, but maybe they just look long. I don’t know, but she only comes to my chest. She makes me want to cuddle her, she’s so little and cute.

“I’m not sure, but I think you were gonna kiss me,” she says, her eyes full of need.

“I was,” I say triumphantly, pointing at her. “But I had to go kick some ass.”

Her brows touch. “Whose?”

“My brother, Jude. He had the longest time.”

“Oh, cool,” she says, but I don’t really think she thinks it’s that cool.

“Yeah.” I nod. “But first, what’s your name?”

Her teeth come out to bite her bottom lip, and I swear, I’m about to come out of my skin. I’m not sure if it’s the beer that has my need flowing out of my pores, but I want her more than I could ever describe. I love women—don’t get me wrong, they are the highlight of my life after hockey—but I usually like to know the person I’m sleeping with. Unlike Jude before Claire, I do respect the women I sleep with. In that way, I’m like Jayden. But this girl, I don’t need to know anything but what’s in them pants.

Wow, that makes me a douche, right?

Eh. Oh, well.

“Avery,” she says huskily and everything goes taut. My shoulders, my back, my cock—Jesus, everything is hot and hard. All she did was say her name and I’m gone.

“Avery,” I say, her name falling from my lips like it was meant to be said by only me. “I like it.”

Her face breaks into a grin as she looks away. “Thanks.”

“Don’t look away,” I demand, bringing her face up. “How am I supposed to stare into those gorgeous eyes if you look away?”

Her lips curve in a very skeptical way. “You and those lines.”

This time, I’m grinning. “I’ve been saving all of them, all my life, only for you.”

“Oh my God, really?” she laughs and I smile.

“Hey, I knew one day I’d meet the girl who was deserving of every corny, lame, cheesy line I can think of, and you, gorgeous, beautiful Avery are the one.”

“I’m gonna gag,” she says bluntly and I laugh.

“But you’re more beautiful than a hundred pink flamingos on a golf course.”

Her eyes widen before she bubbles with laughter.

And I’m nowhere near done.

“Don’t laugh. Help me, there is something wrong with my eyes.”

Her brows come together, concern on her face. “What? I don’t see anything wrong with them.”

“I just can’t take them off you.”

Her mouth drops open as her cheeks redden before she rolls her eyes, laughter bubbling from the base of her throat. “You’re killing me.”

“I’m killing you? Girl, I must be Richard Gere because you are the prettiest woman I have ever seen.”

“Oh my gosh,” she laughs and I grin, leaning against the doorjamb. “Stop, please.”

“I haven’t even gotten to the good ones yet.”

“Good ones? Please!”

“Oh yeah, you know what? If you were a booger, I’d pick you.”

“Gross!” She grins, smacking me, and I love the look on her face. She may think I’m lame, but I bet she’s never smiled like that before. I have that effect on people. Going behind her, I run my fingers along her shoulder blades as she laughs, looking back at me like I’m crazy. I may very well be. Who knows? But one thing is for sure. I never want this girl to do anything but smile. “What are you doing?”

“Looking for your wings, because you have to be the angel I asked God to send me.”

Throwing her head back, she laughs louder, her body vibrating beneath my hands. Her face is flushed, so is her neck and even the top of her chest. From where I am standing, I can see right down her bra and I’m not even the least bit bashful getting my fill. She’s stunning and I can’t take it any longer. Threading my fingers through her hair, I hold her head in my hand, my other hand coming up to her chin as I drop my mouth to hers.

I pause, her breath hot on my lips, her eyes locked with mine, and wow, I’ve never seen something so beautiful in my whole entire life.

This girl.

This girl is… Fuck, I can’t even think.

But then she closes the distance, our mouths meeting, and everything just stops.

Her mouth tastes like pure ecstasy.

Unadulterated and beautiful paradise.

Her lips are soft, inviting, and she tastes like mint.

I’m in heaven.

Pure fucking nirvana.

I just can’t believe it. Where has this girl been my whole life…and why the hell did I just think that? Jesus, I need to get it together. I don’t do forever. Maybe it’s just the beer because this kiss is making me want forever as long as her lips are on mine. But fuck, I’m too young for all that crazy shit. I don’t want that. I want fun, and this girl is just fun.

When her mouth opens, I don’t even pause. I move my mouth onto hers, running my tongue along hers as her hand comes up, bracing herself on my arm. But she isn’t going anywhere. I’ve got her.

I’ll always have her.

Whoa. What the hell?

But I can’t think too much into that. I can’t think at all as she takes over the kiss, lifting herself without breaking the kiss and pressing her body into mine. Sliding her hands up my chest, she cups my jaw as my hands cup her ass, holding her in place as she devours me. I thought that was my job, but I don’t mind her doing it. I love it, and boy, does she feel right against me, her mouth possessing me.

Man, I’m a fucking goner.

Pulling back only a breath, she nips at my lip, making me gasp and also turning me on so fucking badly I can’t breathe. She then runs the tip of her tongue along the spot she bit, her eyes locked on mine, and I’m convinced I’ll never look into more magnificent eyes and ever feel like this.

I don’t know what I’m feeling.

And I sure as hell won’t label it.

But I don’t want it to stop.

I just can’t.

Her eyes hold mine as our breaths become one. Our chests touch with every pull of air, her breath as warm on my lips as mine is on hers, I’m sure. Her face is completely flushed and beautiful. I want to say it’s the beer that has me drunk, but it can’t be. I’m drunk off the way she looks and tastes.

I’m drunk from Avery.

“You taste like beer.” Her voice is hoarse, sounding every bit like dirty sex.

“You taste like heaven,” I breathe and she grins.

Her eyes darken, no longer the light turquoise but now a deep teal almost, as her lips come to rest against mine. “You don’t need the lines to sleep with me, Jace.”

My heart stops. Fucking stops. Again, I love women, been with a few here and there, but never, never in my whole fucking nineteen years has someone so blatantly said that. I’m not Jude or Jayden; I don’t have it like they do. I usually have to work for it because I’m the third Sinclair women see, but not this time. They are nowhere in sight. I’m all Avery sees, and if her words didn’t make it clear what she wants, her eyes and the heat of her body are loud and clear.

And who am I to turn down this gorgeous angel?

I can guarantee one thing: I might be big, might have been thrown against the boards a few times, and I might look at little on the dumb side, but I’m not stupid.

“Is that right?” I ask, my eyes searching hers. She isn’t drunk, I know this, but I want to give her the out if she wants it. I pray she doesn’t, but just in case. I don’t want to be a dick—fucking hell, I sound like Jayden. It’s like they’re on my shoulders, Jude on one and Jayden on the other, talking to me.

 

Jude: Fuck her. Don’t be a dumbass.

Jayden: Are you sure she isn’t drunk? She seems like a good girl, not a ho.

Jude: Who cares? Use a condom and have fun!

Jayden: Yeah, use a condom, but make sure she is down for it.

 

As I shake my head, her brows come together once more. “Yup, all you have to do is ask.”

“Ask?” My brow rises. “You want me to ask to take you to bed?”

She shrugs, laughter in her eyes. “It’s a little gentleman-like.”

“I’m no gentleman, baby.”

“So classy and a gentleman are two different things?”

I’m breathless, kind of unsure what to say, but then words are falling from my lips without thinking. “Sorta. I can be classy but not a gentleman. That usually involves being gentle. Not in my vocab.”

Her breath is hot against my mouth as her lips curve. “I don’t want you to be gentle at all.”

Yup. I’m dead.

I blink because, really, what do you say to that? But shit, I’m in trouble because I’m speechless. I’ve met hos—I can spot one a mile away—but Avery doesn’t give off that vibe. She seems like a good girl, someone with her shit together, not some ho at a party wanting to score.

I’m totally confused.

But I won’t let that ruin this. I may never get this chance again. So, swallowing hard, I whisper, “My room is downstairs.”

“Lead the way.”
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Did I just say that?

Crap.

I did.

I just couldn’t control it. He makes me think the dirtiest things. Things I haven’t thought in a very long time. But I’m thinking them now, and I want them with him. So, yeah, I said it. And damn it, I want it.

Threading his fingers with mine, he looks deep into my eyes one last time and then he is off the wall, heading down the hall toward some stairs. I hadn’t realized the house was so big, and when we go into a hall, I notice no one is in here. It’s dark, sort of creepy, and maybe I should stop him? I don’t even know him. Crap. I’m no ho. I’m not about that life. I can’t be.

But then he is looking back at me with those dark green eyes, the want so apparent, the need for me coming off him in waves, and I know I want this.

I may not be one for the ho life, but I want to be the bedmate of Jace Sinclair.

At least for tonight.

But something deep inside me whispers, That may not be enough.

Yes, it will be. I can’t get involved with someone like him. He is going one way and I’m going the other. I know this, but I also know I can’t walk away from this without a piece of him. I may never have this chance again, and I refuse to have any regret in my life. Life is too precious, too quick, and can be taken away in the blink of an eye. I refuse to do anything but what I want.

And I want Jace.

Now.

The walk to his room is silent; the only thing I hear is the music above us and my heart in my ears. I should be freaked out that we are basically in the dungeon of the Bullies’ house, but to my surprise, I feel safe. I feel like nothing bad can happen to me when he is around. How does that happen? I’ve known this dude, no joke, maybe a total of an hour, and I’m about to sleep with him.

Oh, the look on my mother’s face if she knew…

But it feels right.

It just does. I don’t understand why and I refuse to look into it.

When he stops at his door, he looks back at me and I expect him to say something. Probably along the lines that this is my chance to back out. But he doesn’t and I’m glad. I’m worried I might have taken my out and run like a scared little girl. But I’m no little girl, hidden behind three older brothers who run my life. No, I’m Avery. I’m strong; I can do this. I can be the woman I want to be, and that woman is about to sleep with Jace Sinclair.

Before he opens the door, he pulls me to him, kissing me hard on the lips. I swear no one has ever kissed me like this. Not only are his lips thick and consuming but they have such promise in them. Not sure what the promise is for—a good time, dirty things to come, hell, I don’t know—but I want that promise. I want him and I can’t get over the way he looks at me. I know that’s what is drawing me to him. I may feel differently afterward, but right now, I’m going to enjoy being the center of his world.

After tearing his mouth from mine and leaving me gasping for breath, his eyes burn into mine, searching. I can only blink up at him, unable to understand why he is looking at me like that. He is so stunning, so beautiful, and I feel unbelievably gorgeous under his gaze. How could I think this was anything but right? Oh shit, what the hell is happening?

A grin curves his lips. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

My eyes fall shut as a grin covers my lips. “I just thought the same thing.”

As he squeezes my side with his large hand, I open my eyes, meeting his intense stare before he leans over, kissing me hard on the lips once more. I don’t pull away as he opens the door, and I swear I’m like a rag doll in his grasp. When he lifts me, I come crashing into his chest, the door slamming behind me before he pushes me up against it. The wood is hard under my back, but I don’t feel the pain—all I feel is him kissing me hard on the lips. I hear the lock of the door before his hands thread in my hair, pulling slightly as he holds me in place, his mouth destroying mine.

I wanted it rough, I didn’t want a gentleman, and Jace is delivering everything I need. I want to feel this, I want every touch to be seared into my brain, I never want to forget the moment Jace Sinclair took me and made me his for the night. My whole body is on fire. Everything. And man, I want him. As I arch up against him, he groans into my mouth and his hands move from my hands to my ass, pulling me hard against his solid, thick erection.

Good God.

Gasping for breath, he smiles against my lips before opening his eyes to meet mine. “I want you so fucking bad, more than I’ve ever wanted anyone in my life. Why is that?”

His question burns into my lips, his gaze holding me hostage as his lips barely touch mine.

“I have no clue, but I want you too,” I whisper against him, my leg coming up to hook on his hip.

“Bad?” he asks, his dark gaze holding mine.

“So fucking bad,” I breathe, running my hot center along his generous erection.

I’m unable to say more as he lifts me, my legs wrapping around his waist while he carries me across the room toward the bed, holding my gaze. When he lays me down, I assume we are on a bed, but I realize we aren’t. We are on a trampoline. Looking around the room, I see that it is bare. The bed, though, is covered with bags. When I look up at the bunk bed, I wonder why we aren’t up there.

“A trampoline?” I ask as his lips run down my neck to the top of my breasts.

“Yeah, it’s how you get in the bed.”

“Why aren’t we in the bed?”

“It’s packed with shit, and I can’t wait. I need you.” His voice is hard, needful, and who am I to question that?

I could comment, but I doubt he’d hear me and I don’t want to stop him. His mouth is hard and rough against my neck, the hair on his jaw scratching me as he pulls down the front of my shirt, moving my bra too before dropping his mouth to my taut nipple. Arching off the trampoline, I cry out as he takes turns with his lips and teeth against my sensitive peaks. My body is shaking under his touch, and when his hand slides down my stomach to the front of my jeans, I squeeze my eyes shut.

Fuck. This is happening.

Yes, and you want it, a voice deep inside me says, and I can’t disagree.

I do. I do want it.

Reaching down, I help him undo my pants, but then I realize the light is on.

When I pause his hands with mine, he looks up at me, confused.

“Are you gonna put the brakes on?”

I smile. “No, but—”

“Are you a teasing Tessa?” he asks, his voice full of his own teasing.

I can’t help it, I might be so turned on I can’t breathe, but somehow I laugh. “No. Jeez, do me a favor and turn the lights off.”

When he lifts a brow, I swear I could gobble up his beautiful face. How could someone this magnificent be walking this earth? To think, there are two more of these Sinclair creatures… It’s kind of scary. But before I can dwell on that any longer, he asks, “What?”

“The lights, shut them off.”

“Why?” He grins, his mouth coming to nibble on my jaw. “I want to see you.”

“Yeah, no, shut them off,” I say, a certain kind of panic settling deep in my stomach. I really didn’t think this through. I should have known he’d want the lights on, and that can’t happen.

But he must see the panic in my eyes because he nods, lifting off me with no more questions and going to the light switch. When the room fills with darkness, only the lights from the party out in the back seeping through the window up near the ceiling, I wait for my eyes to adjust. When they do, I watch as he prowls across the room, Soon, all my laughter is gone, replaced with white-hot lust. He’s so big, so thick, and I’m shaking with my need for him as I push my jeans down along with my panties.

He does the same, and when the light from the party shines on his naked body, I’m dumbstruck. Wordless. I mean, Jesus, the length, the girth, the size of him… It’s completely and utterly astounding. His cock is standing at attention, his thighs thick. He has a hockey goal on his thigh that reads, “You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take” in the middle of it. It’s begging me to get closer for a better look, but I’m stunned to the flat surface of the trampoline. I can only watch as he moves toward me.

But he doesn’t cover me with his body right away. Placing his knee on the trampoline between my legs, he reaches above me into a dresser drawer and then slams it shut, a package crinkling in his hand.

A condom.

Good. He’s smart, which is good. Because honestly, I had forgotten all about a condom. I just want that long, ample dick inside of me. He drops on top of me, his mouth finding mine as his hand tangles in my hair. His body is blistering against mine as my legs hook onto his hips, his cock hard and thick against my wet center. I’m dripping for this dude, and I can promise that has never happened before. I’ve never wanted to be consumed by someone the way I want to be consumed by Jace.

“Lift your arms,” he demands and I do as his says, my shirt and bra joining my jeans somewhere on his floor. When his chest presses to mine, the feel of heat on top of heat, I gasp, my fingers weaving into his hair as our hearts pound into each other. His fingers bite into the middle of my back, his kisses becoming more urgent as he slides his cock up and down my needy center. Breathing hard, I take ahold of his cock, teasing my clit with it as he gasps against my mouth. I want him inside me—now—and I reach for the package he holds. I guess he has other ideas, because before I can get the condom, he is moving.

Pushing my leg back, he holds it with his left hand as his right hand opens me up to him. He then drops his mouth to my center, dipping his tongue inside me and along me, causing me to cry out deep from my soul. My voice is hoarse, and my body is trembling and shaking with each pass of his tongue along my tight clit. I try to drop my legs but it’s useless; he’s too strong and smiles at my attempts.

“Stop,” he demands, his fingers digging harder into my thighs.

“I can’t,” I breathe and his chuckles run up my spine.

“Yes, you can,” he strains, his voice hot against my center, leaving me breathless. But then he lets go of my leg to open me more, and I can only grip the springs of the trampoline for support as he takes me whole into his mouth. My entire pussy is under the control of his mouth. He’s tonguing my clit as his hands hold on to my thighs, causing me to thrash underneath him as my eyes squeeze shut. I’m feeling things I’ve never felt a day in my life.

Gasping out, I clutch the springs, my biceps straining as my back arches before he pulls away, kissing my lips before opening me once more. I can’t hold it in and I start to scream as he gives attention to nothing but my clit. It doesn’t take long. I mean, how could I even try to last with the assault he is causing? And soon, I’m screaming louder, his name echoing through the room as I come apart. But he isn’t done. Still licking along my lips, his finger dances across my pulsating clit, causing me to jerk and thrash from the intense pleasure he has given me.

“Fuck, you taste so good,” he murmurs against my pussy, but all I can do is pull in deep breaths, my body trembling beneath his talented mouth. “I want more.”

“Take it,” I gasp, the challenge in my voice.

“Oh, I am.” There is nothing but conviction and promise in his voice, and I’m unable to move or to process what he has done to me. I gasp for breath as sweat drips down the side of my face and along my jaw. Inhaling a big breath, I hear the tearing of a package and the hiss of his breath as he rolls the condom down his length. I’m scared for maybe two seconds as he moves between my legs. His gaze is predatory as he holds his cock in his big hand. I worry about his size, but then…I need it. I need him.

As he moves, his other hand is jerky as he pushes my legs back, his mouth hungry against my jaw, and he brings his tip to my entrance. He runs his tongue along my jaw before taking my mouth with his. I’m completely spent, hanging in the abyss, unsure how much more I can take. I move my hand up his back to his jaw, holding him as he kisses me in a way that curls my toes. My mind is still reeling from the way his mouth devoured me, and I legitimately cannot remember the last time I was eaten out. I sure as hell know that anyone after this will never be able to hold a candle to the mouth belonging to Jace Sinclair.

But if I thought his mouth was magic, nothing can compare to how it feels when his cock enters me. Holding my breath, I clutch on to his shoulders as he disappears, ever so slowly, inch by inch, inside me. It isn’t an easy fit; he is big, huge even, and I’m not. It sort of hurts, but I like the pain. Welcome it, need it. Even with the tight fit, he doesn’t stop.

“Fuck, yes,” he groans against my jaw as he continues to push inside me. “So hot.”

“Yeah,” I gasp, my fingers biting into his back as he fills me to the hilt. When he pushes my other leg up, his fingers dig into my skin as he moves out of me and then back in. Each thrust a little harder, a little more uncontrolled, but all completely Jace. I don’t know him that well, but I’m sure no man has sex like this but him. He’s a no-holds-barred kind of guy, jump in now, think later, and I can’t get enough of it. I may be on the crazy side for allowing this to happen, but I know I had to. I had to let myself enjoy this man, and I don’t regret it at all.

I can tell that no man will ever hold me or look into my eyes the way he is. In the dark, the light from the strobe lights outside flash onto his face. Each time, his green eyes are on me, drinking me in, and I swear it’s as if he is worshiping me. His body moves into me with ease, his chest hard against mine, and I know I’ve never experienced this kind of bliss. I’ve never connected with another guy like this in bed and it scares me.

Closing my eyes, I breathe in deeply, pushing aside those crazy thoughts, because that’s not what I want. I want this—uncontrolled, fun sex—but then he is pressing his nose to mine, and I have no choice but to look deep into his eyes. What I see leaves me breathless. I swear this dude is no player. I had him pegged all wrong and I’m thankful for that, but that only freaks me out more.

Why do I care that he isn’t a player?

That means nothing to me.

He means nothing to me.

But somewhere deep inside of me, I know I’m wrong.

Squeezing my legs, he stills inside of me, his breath rough against my lips before he utters my name. “Avery.”

Just my name, but it’s said with such power, such beauty. His weight then falls on me, squishing the living hell out of me, but I don’t dare move him. I wrap my legs around his waist so he slides deeper inside of me, and my arms hang firmly around his neck as his cock pulsates inside of me. Closing my eyes tightly, I lean my forehead to his before his mouth finds mine, kissing me long and hard, our bodies becoming one. The air around us, I swear, is crackling. I don’t hear anything but the crackle and my own heart, in cadence with his. It’s like a song. A song I’ve sung millions of times. That’s what this is like.

It’s familiar.

Perfect.

And scary as fuck.
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I’ve never cuddled.

Are we even cuddling?

Maybe we aren’t.

I’m not sure.

But my leg is across his legs, one arm across his chest, while my other is tucked in between us. My head is in the crook of his armpit, and his hand is lazily running along my hip.

Naked. We’re still naked.

So, I think we are cuddling.

“I’ve never cuddled,” I find myself saying. Nothing is said for a moment; the sounds of the party are loud and clear above us and the music is shaking the window. The room is pitch black except for the random burst of light that leaves me scrambling to get a glimpse of his gorgeous body. His body is so warm, so strong beside me. My body is in shock I think, still recovering from the life-altering sex he just bestowed on me.

Was that even sex, though?

More like head-spinning, toe-curling, ass-smacking, heart-pounding amazingness.

I’ve never had sex like that.

It’s always been quick and forgettable. I mean, I was younger and I never had a free moment to enjoy it, not that I probably would have, but still. This is the first and only time I’ve ever truly enjoyed sex. It was mind-blowing. Perfect, even. And shit, he was amazing. It was as if he knew my body and I knew his. We knew how to move to hit the right spots; he knew how to hold me to lengthen the beauty of it. It was incredible, and honestly, I don’t ever want to leave.

Which is probably why I’m cuddling.

As he runs his finger along my hip, I can feel him smiling when his other hand comes to take me behind my knee, bringing me closer onto him. “I didn’t even realize we were.”

“Yeah.”

“It just feels right.”

I won’t lie, no matter how much that makes me heart race. “Yeah.”

“But I like it.”

“Me too.” Shit. I wasn’t supposed to say that! He can’t know that this is the most amazing moment of my life. No, he’ll look into it. Start seeing our names in hearts and stuff. No. I’m not about that life. I need to leave…but he’s just so warm.

Nuzzling closer, he grips my hip as he buries his nose in my hair. “Can I be honest?”

I pause, opening my eyes to the darkness. “Sure.”

“I thought I was gonna have to work a hell of a lot harder to get you into bed.”

“You mean trampoline?” I ask and he chuckles against my hair, his breath hot and still carrying traces of beer.

“Yeah, trampoline.”

“Which by the way, why didn’t we make it to the bed?”

His lips curve against my head as his fingers dig into my skin. “One, I couldn’t wait that long to climb up some ladder to my bed. Two, I haven’t put my sheets on or anything. I refuse to do it against that mattress. That’s gross—you deserve better than that.”

Aw. That’s sweet.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime. Now, answer me.”

“Bossy much?”

“Oh baby, I’m just getting started.”

Shit. “Um. I don’t want a relationship,” I blurt out and his body stills.

“Neither do I, but if you think you are walking out this room without me tasting you here—” he pauses to take ahold of my center, surprising the hell out of me. I gasp, arching into his hand as his mouth comes only a breath away from mine “—one more time, you’re crazy.”

“Okay,” I breathe just as a burst of light appears and I catch his green eyes staring into mine.

So intense.

And all on me.

“Now, tell me,” he demands, his fingers tracing the curve of my nether lips. I nip at his bottom lip, and he grins before pressing his sweet lips to mine. It’s an intense, lengthy kiss, one that hits my soul and has me crawling on top of him. Sliding his hands along my ass, he squeezes. “Man, are you gonna make me work for an answer?”

“I should.” I grin, laughter bubbling at the base of my throat. “But truth is, I couldn’t resist your pickup lines.”

“I knew it,” he says roughly, his hands at my hips, then my ribs before cupping my breast. “They get girls every time.”

“I bet,” I sing, and his head falls to the side.

“Don’t believe me?”

“No, you are no player.”

His eyes widen. “No?”

“Nope.” I brace my elbows on his chest before leaning my chin on my hands to look down at him.

“How did you come up with that assumption?”

Leaning on one hand, I reach down, running my finger along his jaw and lips. He nips at my finger, taking it between his teeth and causing me to hiss before he grins, letting my finger go. “Meanie.”

“You like it.”

I do, so much so, I lean down and take his lips with mine. Cupping my face, he runs his thumbs along my cheekbones as we kiss, his touch so familiar, so sweet. He kisses me like we’ve been doing it for years, and that sort of thing should scare me. Instead, it fuels me for more. I deepen our kiss, pressing my chest to his. When his cock comes up against my ass, I move down, sliding my wet center along the length of him, and he responds by tightening his fingers around my waist.

Man, he feels so good.

So thick.

So big.

“Trouble,” he murmurs against my lips. “You’re fucking trouble.”

I grin against his lips, my fingers sliding into his hair as I stop. “Want me to quit?”

“Never,” he says gruffly. “But I want to know why you doubt my player game. I should let you know, I’m a big deal.”

My lips curve. “I have no doubt, but you’re not a player.”

“Why do you say that?”

“How many people have you slept with?”

His brow quirks, his eyes locked on mine. “Why?”

“Proving a point.”

“Fine, seven.”

“And you’re what? Nineteen?”

“Yeah.”

“If you were a player, it’d be much higher.”

“Maybe I’m just getting started.”

“Sure, but then you wouldn’t care that there were no sheets on the bed or that I wanted the lights off. You would have fucked me anywhere, and with no cares. But you took the time, not only to please me, but to make sure I was comfortable.”

“Hm,” is his answer and I smile at that.

“You’re a wannabe player, and honestly, I don’t think you’re up for the game.”

That has him scoffing at me. “Really?”

“Yeah, you’re too good. You have a good heart, but you’re cocky and think you have to prove something, but you don’t.”

“This coming from someone who has known me for maybe five minutes.”

“Um, it’s at least an hour, thank you. And I can read people, which is why it wasn’t hard to get me into bed. I knew I wanted you, and I won’t lie, there was a moment when I wanted out. But you looked at me, and I knew if I asked, you’d let me go.”

“I would,” he promises. “I wouldn’t force anything on you.”

“Because you’re no player. I’ve seen bad, believe me. The wickedest of the wicked, and you’re not that. You’re a good dude, one who loves sex and women, and who I am to hate on that?”

Moving his hands up my back, he threads his fingers in my hair, bringing me down until our noses mash together. “I see only one woman right now who I want to have sex with.”

I grin, our breath becoming one. “Just remember I don’t do relationships.”

“Because of the wickedest of the wicked players you’ve come across?”

“Exactly,” I say to his teasing tone, my hands coming up his chest. “Plus, you don’t want that. You have goals, plans, and I wouldn’t fit into that.”

His eyes lock with mine and I can’t move. The lights outside are going mad, lightening his face every second. His look is so intense, so beautiful, almost as if he is thinking I could fit into his plan. But then, that’s insane. He can’t be thinking that.

Look away, Avery!

I look down, sucking in a deep breath as his hands come up to cup my face. “You’re right, and I also have a player status to keep up with.”

I smirk. “Wannabe player.”

He laughs at my correction. “Small details. Now, kiss me.”

“Now?”

“Right now,” he says, taking my mouth with his. His grip on my hair is tight as he kisses the living stuffing out of me. I thought I would have pissed him off with my assumptions of him, but apparently I didn’t. He still wants me. And there is no way around it—I want him too. Tearing his mouth from mine, he sits up, pushing me down onto his cock, but he doesn’t enter me. Instead, he takes my lips with his, his tongue moving in my mouth, invading my space, and I’m not stopping him.

I need it.

Hell, this craving is scary.

Every nerve in my body is on end, wanting to absorb him, and I can’t stop my heart from wanting the same. As he moves his hand between my legs, his fingers run along my thighs, and I don’t freeze like I would if anyone ever came close to touching my thighs. I’m too busy kissing him, flying on the cloud he is providing for me. Which, again, is wrong. I promised I’d never let my guard down with anyone ever again, but I left that sucker outside apparently, because his hands are all over me and I’m not stopping him.

I’m urging him for more.

He moves his big, strong hand along my center, and his breath is harsh against my jaw, matching mine. I feel his knees come up against my back, and that confuses me until he pushes me back, my head hitting his shins softly as his mouth trails down the center of my body. He licks along my belly button, and my body tenses up as my arms dangle above my head. When he pushes me farther up his legs, I almost freak out, until his hands take ahold of my thighs and he buries his face between them.

Crying out, I jerk up but he has me pinned, only my upper half jerking and thrashing beneath that torturous mouth. He doesn’t open me up. He tongues my lips as if his mouth is playing hide-and-seek with the bundle of nerves that has to the potential to send me into oblivion. When he finds it, my cries are loud and obnoxious as I writhe against his legs. He doesn’t stop, though. He’s relentless, his mouth on one mission, a mission I very much like.

He slides one finger inside of me, and I take ahold of my breasts, squeezing them as I gasp, my body squeezing him in turn. “So fucking tight,” he says, his voice almost teasing. “How many people have you been with?”

“Really?” I gasp. “That’s really a question you need to know the answer to right now?”

Instead of answering me, he takes my clit between his teeth, causing me to scream. Lifting up, I slide my fingers into his hair, squeezing to make him stop. He doesn’t, though. There is no way he’s only slept with seven people. How does he know that things like this drive girls mad?

“Seven people? I don’t believe you’ve only slept with that few,” I accuse and he laughs against my pussy.

“I slept with a much older lady the last time,” he whispers against my lips. “I learned a few tricks.”

Well, thank God for that lady! I am having no problems reaping the benefits.

“Now, answer me.”

He bites again, not hard, but enough to send me arching against his mouth. “Fine! Four people.”

“Mmm,” he says, curving his tongue along my clit ever so slowly. Gasping for air, I want to know why that matters, but really, nothing matters. Lying back on his legs, I dangle as he tortures me in the most perfect way. I squeeze my breasts, as some kind of leverage, I guess, and his name falls from my lips more than once. It fuels him, I notice, makes him go faster, and I don’t know how much more I can handle.

When his finger starts to move in and out of me, I’m a goner. It’s as if I’m in an ejector seat, flying through the sky. My release rocks me to my soul. As I tremble, he holds me, still ruthlessly licking me to the point I’m sitting up and curving my body over his head, hoping to make him stop. I bite into his back, and he cries out against my pussy. But then he is chuckling, his hands gripping me tightly. I don’t know why, but I laugh too, leaning back and meeting his heated gaze.

“I can’t get enough,” he whispers as his finger trails up my belly to my breast, swirling around my tit. “You taste like Momma’s apple pie.”

“I love apple pie,” I admit and he grins.

“Me too.” He winks before reaching up and opening the drawer again. There must be a spotlight or something because the whole room is illuminated and I’m able to watch him as he sheaths himself. He goes to roll us over, but I don’t want that. I want to please him, the way he has me. Directing him inside of me, I slide down his thighs until he is fully inside me.

I swear it’s like his cock is in my throat, he fills me so completely.

Groaning against my neck, he squeezes my hips with his fingers and we don’t move. Both of us are adjusting to the tight fit and the overwhelming burst of pleasure from it. He is perfect. I swear it. And when he slowly moves me up the length of him like I weigh nothing, and then brings me back down, my plan of pleasing him is gone, and I’m his toy.

He can do whatever he wants.

And he does.

Soon, his rhythm picks up, each thrust deeper and more fulfilling. I feel on top of the world. My face is flushed and hot, my body the same, but I don’t care. I just want more. I feel it building, I feel everything tightening up, and I’m going to let go. His body is smoldering against mine, everything is so taut, my chest is hurting from my heart wanting to come out. And shit, I can’t take any more…but then he stops. Opening my eyes, I meet his heated gaze.

“Shit, you okay?” he asks, his eyes full of worry. “I’m not hurting you?”

I shake my head, confused. “What?”

“You look pained,” he says and I smile.

“No, it’s fucking good,” I breathe, and he grins before leaning over to take my bottom lip in between his teeth. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I grip his shoulders as he starts to slam back into me once more. The springs of the trampoline have to be helping because his thrusts become harder and deeper each time, building. It’s not long before I’m pressing my nose to his, crying out as my orgasm rocks my body once more.

“Jace,” I sob just as his fingers grip into my skin, his own breath coming out hard and harsh.

“Yeah, baby, I’m here,” he groans, rocking into me, his cock throbbing inside my body.

To my surprise, his release causes mine to last longer, and my body shakes hard against his. It’s so good as we still, a tangled mess of legs and arms. There is no way I’m moving. Seconds turn into minutes as we catch our breaths, staring into each other’s eyes. Still, I refuse to move. Thankfully, he moves first, lying back and taking me with him. I fall to the spot beside him, right where I started, as he pulls the condom off and throws it in the trash, never leaving my side. That could come off as very player-ish, but the trash can is literally right beside us. I may not know him, but I do.

In a sense.

A sense I can’t explain.

But also, a sense that could lead to something I don’t want.

No reason to even think of that right now.

Not when I’m cuddling.

With Jace Sinclair.
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I’m not a hundred percent sure what just happened.

An hour ago, I thought I was about to have mindless, fun sex with some hot-ass chick.

Now, I guess that is what I did, but… Why does it feel like it was something so much more?

I look over at her, and she looks so small in my arms. But she also feels like she belongs in my arms. She meets my gaze with a sleepy grin, and I smile back as I suck in a deep breath. Soon, I find myself channeling my inner Jayden. I want to start saying some sweet, corny bullshit about real love and feeling so connected that I can’t ever let her go, but that can’t be true. This was sex—fun, raunchy sex—that’s all. So I swallow those thoughts back down quickly before they escape and I verbally vomit all over her.

But fuck, she makes it tough to swallow.

Reaching up, she runs her fingers along my jaw, her eyes on mine as she works her bottom lip. She does that a lot. Especially when she’s thinking. “I’m dead.”

My face breaks into a grin as I nod slowly. “That’s one way to put it.”

“Do we have to get up right now? Isn’t that the way one-night stands work?”

I shrug. I’ve never actually had a true one-night stand, and I refuse to give more truth to her statement about my not being a player, so I say, “We can do whatever we want.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Nothing but lie here with you.”

The side of her mouth quirks as she moves her finger along my lips. “Don’t get attached.”

“Wouldn’t dare,” I say. But it’s a lie.

I would dare. Hell, she could double dare me and I would do it. I don’t know why, but this girl has me in knots. Fucked-up knots that I don’t want or need right now. She was spot-on when she said this wasn’t in my plans. I had a motto, a slogan for how I wanted this year to go: Leave my heart on the bench and fuck until I can’t see straight. Or something like that. This girl is making me want to put my heart in the game and throw all caution to the wind.

It’s so clichéd, but I can’t help it.

It had to be when she called me on my game. That must have been the moment I decided I wanted nothing more than to know every single thing about this girl. Because how did she know that about me? We haven’t even known each other long, but when she looks at me, I feel like she knows exactly who I am. My deepest, darkest secrets. And that’s weird. Crazy, even. Man, what is wrong with me? I wanted to be more like Jude before Claire, hit it once and never want anything else, but I’m acting like Jayden. Wanting all of her instead of a piece. That’s so him, but really, I want to be me.

I’m just unsure of who I am.

As she cuddles into my side, I watch as her eyes slowly fall shut and her breath evens out. Apparently, she isn’t having an internal battle like I am, and I admire her for that. She’s something. Not only is she gorgeous and quick, she fucks like a dream. I’ve been with a decent number of women, and my sister-in-law’s best friend Delanie was by far the greatest lay of my life. That was until this thin-framed girl came along. I’ve never felt what I felt when I was deep inside Avery, and it worries me I’ll never feel it again with anyone else.

Just her.

Pure ecstasy.

Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply, trying to shake these unneeded feelings and wants.

But it’s no use.

So I try sleeping instead.
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I jerk awake what feels like seconds later to someone slamming against the door.

“Open up, Sinclair! I’m tired.”

It’s Markus.

Blinking, I realize my back aches and there is a crick in my neck, while one side of my body is covered with heat. Shit, I forgot where I was for a second there. But when Avery stirs beside me, I remember exactly where I am and how I don’t ever want to leave. She glances up at me, confused, and I move my finger along her lips.

“Sorry,” I say before clearing my throat. “Hey, bro, not now. Go somewhere else.”

“Dude! You’ve had the room all night. I want to sleep in my bed. I don’t care someone is in there with you. I won’t look at her… I promise, I do! Just come on. Someone puked on the couch.”

“Ew,” Avery says from beside me and I nod.

“Not my problem, bro. Now, go away,” I say before cuddling against her.

“Ass!”

“Jerk,” I call back as she grins against my lips.

“I can leave,” she whispers, threading her fingers through my hair.

“No, don’t.”

Her brows rise, her sleepy face breaking into a grin. “Oh wow, Jace, that dripped with lust,” she accuses and I smile at her. Her face is illuminated by the sun that is coming up. We must have slept for longer than I thought, and she probably does need to leave before everyone wakes up, but I don’t want her to.

“Yeah,” I say roughly. “Don’t leave.”

She doesn’t seem to agree. “But I probably should before everyone sees me do the walk of shame.”

“There is nothing to be ashamed of,” I remind her and her lips curve.

“You’re right, but still, I don’t want anyone knowing I’m the eighth notch on Jace Sinclair’s bedpost.” She gives me a cheeky wink and I chuckle. She’s a cute little thing for sure, and soon my grin matches hers as I shake my head.

“Sure, but you’re number one on my trampoline.” That has her body shaking against mine before she wraps her arms around me tightly. “Also, if I walk you home, it isn’t a walk of shame for sure.”

She gives me a doubtful look. “You, Jace Sinclair, the Bullies’ captain, are going to walk me home?”

“You know a lot about me, and I know nothing about you.”

She shoots me a playful grin. “I like it that way.”

I wrap my arms around her and nip at her nose. “I’ll find out what I want in due time, but you ain’t doin’ no walk of shame. I’ll walk you home.”

She grins, her cheeks bursting with color. “And you say you’re a player.”

“Shh, I am.”

“Oh, of course,” she giggles, running her nose along my jaw as silence fills the room. “But maybe just a few more minutes before we do that.”

“Yeah,” I agree, holding her tightly because I think we both know what happens when we walk out that door.

This is over.

And even though she claims she doesn’t want this to continue after we leave my room, I think she does. She just doesn’t think she does, and I bet it has to do with the wickedest of the wicked. As much as I want to ask her about that, I know I can’t. I have to tread lightly with this girl, get in where she can’t push me out.

Hold the fuck up. I want that?

No, you don’t, I tell myself. You want to fuck bitches and light trails. You are not a one-woman man! You are a wanderer, a hang your hat everywhere kind of guy. Kick her off the trampoline and tell her good riddance. Be more cynical. This isn’t what you want. What if it goes south, and it will… She’s obviously not into it. She has one foot out the door; you’re bound to get hurt. Remember the pain, remember the heartache Mom and Lucy went through? Hold on to that. You don’t want this.

I hear myself loud and clear, so why isn’t that pep talk working?

It’s just that it feels right. Believe me, I’m not one of those people. I don’t think there is a person out there for everyone. I think everyone is just trying so hard to find that someone and be happy, but then they settle for whatever comes because it’s what society wants. They want you to get married, have babies, and die. But then, I can’t really say that and believe it because of Jude and Claire and Jayden and Baylor. Those are relationships that were mapped out in the stars. They were meant to be together and live and be happy. Oh shit, I sound like Jayden. Fuck. So what the hell do I think? What the hell do I want?

What the hell is wrong with me?

Nineteen years. Nineteen years have passed and I haven’t met anyone who had me wanting more. Even with Delanie, it was nothing more than really great sex. I didn’t get awestruck in her presence or want to gobble her up and never let go. Just lying next to Avery has me wanting to morph my body into hers so I’ll never be away from her. Insane, right? A little creepy? I know! So why? What the hell happened to me? Why is this happening?

“Do you have any more condoms?” When I open my eyes, her heated gaze is staring into mine. “Figured one more time for the road.”

I have no clue what is going on, but I do know I can’t get enough. I don’t even answer her. I reach up, grabbing a condom out of the drawer as her hand trails up the length of me. Her hands are like soft velvet along my skin. Every spot she touches, white heat appears and then gooseflesh rises. She does something to my body no one has ever done before, and it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced. As my cock stands at attention, her fingers run circles around the base of me, her gaze holding mine.

“Only if you want to, that is,” she whispers and I can’t answer her. My heart is in my throat. My body is so tight, I swear it’s about to snap as she takes the condom from me. Wrapping her hair around my hand, I pull her to me, kissing her long and hard as she grips my cock in her small, delicate hand. When her tongue pushes into my mouth, I’m breathless from the taste of her. She tears her mouth from mine and I think it’s to put the condom on, but then her mouth is on me…and, yeah, I’m dead.

“Oh fuck,” I gasp as she sucks me to the back of her throat, her fingers dancing along the base of my cock. Arching into her mouth, I watch as her eyes close. Her face flushes as her hair drapes along my thighs, and man, she’s gorgeous. Her shoulders are thin, and her skin is blotchy with red marks. I hate them. Her skin is too soft, too beautiful to have those hard spots from our lovemaking.

Oh Jesus, did I say lovemaking?

Fuck me.

But before I can dwell on that for long, she moves her mouth up and down me in a rhythm that has my toes curling and my back arching off the trampoline, wanting to go as deep as I can inside her hot mouth. Slipping my fingers into her hair, I love how long it is, how softly and perfectly it wraps around my fingers. As she increases her rhythm, I can’t help it, I thrust into her mouth, unable to get enough. When she gags, though, I pause.

“Sorry,” I find myself saying like a damn pussy.

Shit, I’m exactly what she said. A wannabe player. How sad. But she doesn’t seem to mind and continues her mindless assault on me. My body tenses and I know I’m almost there. I want to blow my load to the back of her throat, I do, but I don’t think she’s that kind of girl. And plus, I have to be in her one more time. Pulling her head back, she looks up at me, her lips swollen, her eyes watering, and I swear, could she be any more exquisite? Bringing her to me, I take her mouth with mine as she melts against me, her body molding into mine.

“You were almost done,” she whispers against my lips as I roll her over, covering her body with mine. The trampoline is so small, it’s really only supposed to be used to jump on to get to the top bunk. Some stupid thing Jude came up with, and I really didn’t think it through when I laid her down on it. As I bring her leg up, a spring digs into my knee. But I have one thing on my mind, and it sure as hell isn’t the pain I’m feeling in my knee. Or the fact that I’m going to be sore. It was the first place I could get her to that was comfortable, and I have every intention of continuing to make it work.

Remembering her words, I say, “Yeah, I know, but I want to be inside you when I come.”

My voice is rough as I tear the condom open, sheathing myself as she watches. Directing myself into her hot, tight body, I close my eyes and thrust into her until I completely disappear. The fit is tight, so fucking tight, and I love it. Fucking love it. I look down at her and her mouth is parted. She’s gasping for breath and she looks so small beneath me. The room isn’t lit completely yet, but the warm glow makes her body sparkle and I’m spellbound by her.

She’s like a little pixie.

My little pixie.

Pulling out, I thrust back in, my name falling from her lips in such a way that has me slamming back into her. I love the way she feels, the way her body fits mine and sucks me in. I have no clue where she has been all my life, but it’s like I’m seeing beauty for the first time. Like, have I ever really seen that color brown in someone’s hair before? It’s almost a whiskey color, a little red in there too. Her eyes…I’ve never seen such turquoise depths that capture me the way her eyes do. Her lips, so full and soft, but have I ever actually seen a real Cupid’s bow mouth? I don’t think so. I’ve never been graced by such beauty, and I really don’t know how I’m supposed to walk away from her with my heart still in my chest.

Soon, my thrusts become more urgent, more needful, and I’m pounding into her like there is no tomorrow. Each thrust stealing her breath and mine. As her eyes roll to the back of her head and she squeezes me tighter, I’m lost. It just isn’t fair. When I come, I come hard, her body clenching around mine. Lights go off behind my eyes as her nails dig into my back, and soon, I’m jerking into her. I groan hard and my heart is pounding as her nails continue to dig into my skin. When I fall on top of her, she welcomes me, her arms coming around me to hold me. Rolling to the side, I cuddle her into my arms, still inside her, before kissing her forehead. My breath is harsh, my body still shaking against hers as her leg hooks across my hip.

Nothing is said for a very long time, and I still don’t know what is going on.

Am I fucking?

Or am I making love?

That’s a question that needs to be answered. But when her eyes meet mine, I don’t know how to ask without sound like a pussy-whipped sap. Thankfully, she speaks first.

“Why is it so good?” Her eyes are wide and it’s obvious she didn’t mean to say that out loud.

All I can do is shrug as I swallow loudly. “I’m sure you don’t want some line for that.”

“I don’t. I want the truth.”

“If I had it, I’d give it to you.”

“It’s odd. Like mind-blowing, great sex doesn’t come along like this.”

“I know,” I agree, my heart still pounding in cadence with hers.

“What’s your dream, Jace?”

I’m confused by the out-of-left-field kind of question, but I don’t hesitate. “To be in the NHL, to be the best damn scorer in the league.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, confused.

“Nothing, just had to remind myself of something.” She then moves away, pulling my cock out of her with ease. Reaching down, I pull off the condom, throwing it in the trash can, and when I look back, she’s reaching down for her pants.

“Which is?”

She looks back at me as she untangles her panties from her jeans. “Nothing.”

“No, it’s something, and why are you leaving?”

“’Cause I need to,” she says with a smile.

She probably does. “Okay, but what’s the something?”

She shakes her head. “Simple. That we are both on two different paths.”

I have no clue what she is talking about. “What path are you on?”

“The one to the top.”

“Me too.”

“Two different tops, though,” she says simply before standing up and pulling her jeans up faster than ever. For someone who said seconds ago she didn’t want to leave, she sure did get dressed quickly. “We don’t have the same end goal.”

“Sorry, I have no clue what is going on here.”

She smiles as she reaches for her bra before sitting back on the side of the trampoline. “It’s just that we are both so set on our dreams, we don’t need something getting in the way. This could get in the way if we let it.”

I hold her gaze as she puts her bra on and then her shirt. I get what she is saying and I agree, but is it fair to just shut this down? I don’t think so, but I know I should. Unsure how I feel about any of this or even how I should feel, I stand up, getting dressed quickly.

“You don’t have to walk me home.”

“I want to.” When I look up, her lip is quirked at one side as she watches me slide on some shoes before pulling on a Bullies teal pullover. Reaching for the beanie that I think was Jayden’s, I put that on my head before walking toward the door.

“Let’s go,” I say, opening the door for her. When Markus falls into the room, we both look at each other before dissolving into laughter.

“Asshole, I told you I was tired,” he complains as he crawls toward his bed.

Shaking my head, I say, “Sweet dreams, sweet pea.”

His answer is to flip me the bird as I take Avery’s hand and lead her up the stairs and out of the house. It’s overcast and cold when we end up outside, which is why I grabbed my pullover.

“Jeez, it’s freezing,” she says as she shivers.

“Not from these parts?” I ask as I pull off my pullover and hand it to her. She takes it willingly.

“No, but it was hot last night.”

“Yeah, welcome to fall in Tennessee. Freezing in the morning, Satan’s asshole in the afternoon.” She giggles at that before taking my hand. “So where are you from?”

“Princeton, New Jersey.”

“Cool, what brought you here?”

“Music.”

I nod and it becomes a little clearer. “So the dream you were speaking of involves you in lights, millions screaming your name?”

She grins. “Something like that.”

“Cool, you’ve got talent.”

“I’ve heard you do too,” she says, deflecting my compliment, and I grin.

“You’ll have to come see for yourself.”

“Maybe,” she says, but I can tell it’s not a promise. Soon, we fall into an easy conversation about classes and campus. When I find out her schedule, which involves a whole lot of music stuff, I realize why I haven’t seen her before. If I hadn’t left my car where I had, I probably never would have met her.

Now, that’s a depressing thought.

“So which do you want more? To be the singer or the songwriter?”

“Either. I love writing, but I love singing too. I want to sing for people. I want to hear my music on the radio. I want to change lives, better people, and all that jazz.”

“You can do it.”

“Thanks.”

When she tucks our hands into the front of my pullover, I smile. But then she stops. “Well, here we are.”

Shit, already? I was so caught up in everything she was saying I hadn’t realized we were already across campus. Sullenly, I nod, turning to face her. Her face is flushed, her little nose red and so freaking cute. Grinning up at me, she looks shy. “Thanks for walking me. I hadn’t realized it was such a long walk.”

“My pleasure.”

Her eyes darken before she takes a step forward. She goes onto her toes as I take her face in my hands, but I don’t kiss her. I can’t let this be the last time I see her. I have to know more. I need to know her.

Holding her gaze, I say, “Let’s go out.”

Her brow rises. “Go out?”

“Yeah, a date.”

“Ugh, labels. I don’t like those, and also, I don’t date,” she reminds me, her hands coming up onto mine.

“Yeah, I know, but give me a bye on that.”

She bites her lips, her eyes searching mine. I feel I’ve got her, but she shakes her head. “I said I wouldn’t date anyone when I came here.”

“That was before you met me,” I say with a wink and she grins.

She’s still working that lip, and I am sure I can sway her, but then she says, “No, Jace, sorry.”

I don’t let her go, though, even when she tries to turn out of my grip. I hold her. “Fine, friends with benefits. I can’t let you go, Avery. I’m nowhere near full from what you gave me.”

Her cheeks redden as she gives me a cheeky grin. “Friends with benefits means we have to be friends.”

“So, be my friend,” I say simply.

“I don’t know you.”

“So, get to know me.”

“Like dating?”

“Wow, who’s labeling what now? I’m just trying to get to know you, be friends.”

Her expression is challenging as she rolls her eyes. “I don’t know.”

“You know you want to.”

Her lips curve as she shrugs. “I don’t want that, though.”

“You don’t want a friend? I find that hard to believe,” I supply and she laughs.

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. Now, what are you doing tonight?”

Her brows come together as her eyes narrow. She’s on to me, but I don’t care. I refuse to let this girl go without the reassurance of more. “I can’t do anything. I have a gig at Get Coffee.”

“Who said anything about doing anything? I’m just saying I might show up.”

“Show up?”

“Yeah, maybe we can get some coffee afterward, and I’ll take you outside and do you against the wall.”

That has her giggling, but she doesn’t shoot me down as her lips touch mine. Wrapping my arms around her ribs, I hold her tightly as I kiss her long and hard, hoping to make her realize she can’t walk away from this. Because doesn’t she feel how our lips just fit so perfectly? That it’s hard to stop kissing her. Why stop something so perfect? It seems almost wrong.

But soon, she’s the one pulling away, kissing my lips one last time before breaking free of my arms.

“See you later,” she says, walking away in my pullover, and I let her go. Gives me a reason to find her later if she blows me off tonight. Though, I doubt she will. She wants me.

And I want her.

“Tonight,” I promise, and when she grins back at me, I know that’s one promise I refuse to break.

And no matter how big of a loser it makes me appear…

I’ll be front row, cheering her on. 
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Closing the door behind me, I lean against it and suck in a deep breath and then let it back out.

My heart hasn’t slowed since I walked away from him.

From Jace.

Oh God, why does my heart race just at the thought of his name?

Pressing a hand to my chest, I let out another breath as butterflies, or better yet, June bugs go crazy in my belly. Holy shit, what happened in that little room downstairs? I wanted crazy, fun, one-night stand sex, but that’s not what I got. I got a night full of feelings of completion, oneness—but most of all, sexcapades of awesomeness that lasted well into the morning. The bad part is, I want more. So much more. And he wants it too. I could see it in his eyes, I could feel it in the way he touched me, and I don’t know what to do about it.

Do I give in and say screw it, have some fun, or do I stay on my track? I had one plan: take my dreams by the horns and ride them into the sunset. I want to do demos, perform as much as possible, and fucking live. Live the life I want, the one I am proud of, the one that has me in the spotlight for once over my brothers. I want to show people that I’m special. That I’m fucking important! As sad as it sounds, I want to make my parents proud.

I don’t know why, and I really can’t explain it… No, wait, I can. I want them to see me for once. To see that I can be successful. That my dreams are important. That, hell, I’m just as vital as my brothers. That there is more to life than fucking hockey. Ugh, why am I about to cry?

Because I just want to be seen.

And Jace, he sees me.

But, hell, he’s a damn hockey player. He’s one of those who thinks life revolves around the damn sport. And I like him? I want him? What the hell is wrong with me? Knowing my luck, he’ll be just like my family, and I’ll be back on the back burner. He is everything I don’t want in my life. He’s basically my brothers… No, I’m wrong or I’m trying to make him into something he isn’t because I’m scared of what I’m feeling.

Jace isn’t my family. He’s kind, I’m attracted to him, and above all, he sees me. Shit, is that why I’m hung up on him? What, the first guy who pays attention to me, I fall to my knees and suck off?

God, I’m fucking pathetic.

I promised myself I wouldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t get caught up in the first guy I saw, and now, I’ve done just that. I’m completely caught up in Jace Sinclair, and I don’t know if I can fight it. Should I? Should I fight something that feels so right? What if I never feel like this ever again? What if this is it?

But hadn’t I thought that about Caleb?

I had, but I was a younger. He was the first guy who told me I was pretty. The first one to kiss me, and he ultimately took my virginity. I thought he was everything, the one, but I was so wrong. So fucking wrong. Usually, girls are at that age. Unlike other girls, I didn’t get over it the way I should have. Instead, our relationship ended so badly and so horribly that, to this day, I still feel the effects of it. It’s hard to shake those kinds of feelings. Especially when you have a constant reminder that you loved with your whole heart before, staring back at you every time you’re naked.

Jace didn’t see those marks, though, and I’m thankful for that. I have become a ninja at hiding them. I don’t want to share that part of myself with anyone. I want to forget what happened, and I’m sure no one would ever be able to comprehend how it all went down, or even what I did. No, that’s something that needs to stay locked down inside me.

But I already know that, and reiterating that doesn’t fix what is going on with Jace. Doesn’t help me figure out what I’m going to do. Do I just ride it out? Have fun? Friends with benefits, like he said? Can I do that? I just don’t know, because the way I feel right now is unbelievable. It’s like my heart is singing for him.

Like he’s my song.

I have to write.

Sitting down, even though I really need to shower, I reach for my guitar leaning against my desk. Glancing at the bed, I see that Mekena isn’t there. I wonder where she is and why I’m just now noticing she isn’t here. I am thinking entirely too hard about Jace, and I wish that made me stop.

It doesn’t, though.

Not even kind of.

He’s playing on repeat. Every touch, every word he spoke. The way he looked into my eyes and told me I was gorgeous. Everything. I can’t shake it, and why should I? I feel good. Great, even.

Shrugging my shoulders, I lift my guitar before I cross my legs and lay it across my lap. The words are practically begging to leave my body. Ready to pour out of me, so I quickly reach for my notebook and pen. The melody is there; I feel it. Soon I throw the pen back down and start strumming a soft little tune. It’s nothing I’ve ever played before, and it’s utterly beautiful. At least, I think so.

Pausing, I switch my computer on before turning on my audio recorder. Hitting record, I play the tune again, humming ever so lightly to the strings I play. Closing my eyes, I replay the tune over and over again, until finally, the words just fall from my lips.

I can feel him.

Still feel him.

All over me.

Inside of me.

A feeling.

Just a feeling.

Or is it more.

’Cause I can’t shake.

What I’m feeling.

These thoughts.

These feelings.

What am I supposed to do?

I don’t know.

But I’m obsessed with you.

Oh. Wow. I love that.

Hitting stop, I replay it, writing down everything I sang, and holy crap, I love it. I’m fucking awesome. Hitting play again, I listen while a wide grin spreads across my lips. I’ve never felt so free in my life. That’s what writing does to me. It takes me to a whole other universe, one where I am awesome and my lyrics, my melodies change lives. Or at least, my life. Moving my fingers down the strings, I start the next verse, and without realizing it, it’s three hours later and I have a full song.

A song about Jace.

The planes of his body, the way he makes me feel, and the fact I am totally and utterly obsessed with everything about him. I can still recall the dip between his pecs, and the way his bottom left ab is more prominent than his right. The way his arms basically wrapped around me like a python when he held me, and how his lips, even with the beer on them, felt like every single Ed Sheeran song I know and love.

Looking down at the song I haven’t named yet, all I see is Jace.

What does this mean? And how did this happen? How did I meet someone who captivates me to the point of inspiration? And what do I do with this? I have no clue, but before I can dwell on it much longer, the door flings open and Mekena is looking at me.

“Well, I guess it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know you got laid last night, considering you’re wearing Jace Sinclair’s hoodie.”

Looking down at the bright teal hoodie, I smile. It still smells like him. I don’t know the cologne, but I want to bathe in it, it smells so freaking good. The hoodie is huge and warm, kind of like Jace’s arms. Realizing that Mekena is waiting for an answer, I look up and shrug, a grin curving my lips.

“Yeah, I have nothing for ya.” I give her a wink and she laughs.

“Whatever. Where is my report?” she gushes, jumping on my bed and pinning me with a look. “You promised!”

Giggling, I look down, running my fingers along the strings of my guitar. “Big, big, and big.”

Soon, she is giggling so hard, her face turns red as she falls back onto my bed, covering her eyes. “Oh my God! I can’t believe you did it. He is so dreamy.”

Looking down at the strings, I move my finger along each one slowly as thoughts of him flood every single one of my senses. “He is.”

“So it was great?” She shoots up, her eyes trained on me, waiting for the answer.

“Oh God, yes.” A shiver runs through me and I can’t wipe the grin off my face. “I can’t remember the last time I felt like this.”

I can. But I’m not telling Mekena that lot of crazy.

“Argh! I’m so jealous,” she yells, falling back on my bed, letting her legs and arms fall once more as she pouts. “I got drunk and threw up on Markus’s feet. Skylar took me back to her apartment. Failure!”

Holding in my laughter, I say, “That blows.”

“Yeah,” she agrees, sitting up and shaking her head. “Unlike you, who gets laid by one of the hottest dudes on campus.”

My cheeks turn red as I lay my guitar against my desk. But before I can even move to go toward the shower, she pins me with a look. “So what are you gonna do? Did you guys, like, exchange numbers? Are you gonna hook up again?”

Standing up, I pull his hoodie off before throwing it on the bed and holding my hands up. “Whoa, too many questions. Getting whiplash here.”

“Avery!”

Grinning, I shrug. “I don’t know. Really,” I add when her lips press together in a “come on” kind of way.

“Was he into it? Me and Skylar thought he was. The way he was looking was intense. Sky said she’s only seen that look when Jude met Claire. And you see how that went down.”

Biting into my lip, I turn to my closet before taking off my shirt and bra, reaching for my towel to wrap around myself. I don’t know much about Jace’s brother and his wife, but apparently they were the epitome of love, given the way everyone talks about them. Knowing they saw how he was looking at me kind of solidifies how I feel. Like it really was as real as I hoped it was, and that leaves me breathless.

Looking over my shoulder, I meet her gaze and smile. “Yeah, he was into it.”

“And, are you?”

“Yeah,” I admit before turning. I don’t know how honest I want to be with Mekena. I’ve only known her for a few weeks, and I know we are friends and roommates, but how much do I want to open up to her? I’ve never really had a girlfriend. I’ve never really had friends at all. Hence, why when Caleb and I broke up, I didn’t know that I could get over him. That it was okay to let go and not beg to fix whatever the problem was.

But you can’t fix a dude who doesn’t want you.

Learned that the hard way.

But that is in the past, and I am not that person.

“I’m just a little freaked out, you know?”

Her face scrunches up in confusion. “No. I don’t. If Jace Sinclair wanted me, I’d be naked so quick with no second thoughts at all.”

Her deadpan expression makes me grin as I shake my head. “To me, he’s just a guy who has me feeling things I’ve never really felt before. I mean, I’ve spent all night and morning in bed with him, wrapped up like a pretzel, and I still want more. I mean, Mekena, I’m craving him.” Heat shoots straight between my legs and I close my eyes, inhaling a deep breath. “That scares me.”

When I open my eyes, Mekena’s mouth is parted and her eyes are wide. “Scares you? Shit, I’m pretty sure I need to give you another minute.”

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. “It’s intense.”

“Um, yeah… I mean, holy shit, I’m so jealous of you.”

“Focus!” I yell then, laughter in my voice. “He is everything I don’t want.”

Her brows slam together as she holds my gaze. “How in the world is Jace something you don’t want?”

“He’s a hockey player. I hate hockey.”

“What? Doesn’t your whole family play hockey?”

I shrug. “Yeah, and because of that damn sport, I was never enough.”

Her face is still scrunched up. “That’s a dumb reason not to like someone.”

Annoyed, I glare. “I never said I didn’t like him, I do. It’s just… I don’t want that distraction.”

Whistling, she shakes her head. “Jace would be the best distraction, I tell you what.”

Rolling my eyes, I decide I’m getting nowhere with this girl. She doesn’t see him the way I do. She sees him as some kind of idol, untouchable and all that jazz. I’ve been with him and, yeah, he’s great and I want more, but something is holding me back.

Something that haunts me daily.

Which reminds me, I need to take my meds.

Going to my nightstand, I reach for the bottles that hold my pills and open them like I have been doing for the last three years. As each pill hits my palm, they are a reminder of what I did when I was a young girl of fifteen. A pitiful, attention-seeking girl who loved a boy who didn’t love her. I want to say I don’t need the little pills, but I know I do. I don’t have the urge much, but I know that at any moment, it could happen again.

At least, that’s what my therapist says.

I can feel Mekena watching me. She does that a lot, and I know she wants to know what I take. Yet, she hasn’t asked. I have my excuse all prepared, just waiting for her to ask. I’m nowhere near ready to share my demons with her, and to be honest, I doubt she could handle it.

“So,” she starts and I close my eyes as I wash down the pills with some water.

Here we go.

“We’re friends, right?”

Looking over at her, I hold my towel tightly to me as I set my water bottle back down. “Yeah. Of course.”

“Okay, I know you are frustrated about the whole Jace thing. I’m sorry. With him, I see a totally hot guy I wish would look at me even a little like he looked at you last night. That doesn’t help you and I know that, but I think you should do what makes you happy. If fooling around with Jace Sinclair does that, then who cares about all the details? If being with him, like, hard-core makes you happy? Do it. Just do what makes you happy.”

Okay. Not what I thought she was going to say, but I appreciate her advice.

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I know it’s more than you let on, but I hope I helped a bit.”

I nod. “It is and you have. It’s just I don’t want to make mistakes I’ve made in the past.”

“I get that.” She nods her head toward my medicine. “Is that why you take those?”

I can only blink. “What?”

“I looked up the meds because I’m a worrywart, I guess. And I’m thinking that the mistakes you made have something to do with the fact you take antidepressants and antianxiety medication.”

I can still only blink at her. “You looked up my meds?”

“Yeah, I had to make sure you didn’t have AIDS or something that might be contagious. I mean, I’m living with you. I can’t get sick; I have things to do.”

That makes me laugh as I shake my head. She’s so practical and I can’t be mad. She didn’t do it to be nosy. She was actually worried; I can see it on her face. But soon it is replaced with panic as she holds her hands up.

“I’m sorry I invaded your privacy—”

“It’s fine,” I say, waving her off. “No big deal.”

Relieved, she nods. “But if you need anything, someone to talk to, I’m here. That’s what friends are for.”

Where was she three years ago?

As my eyes fill with tears, I nod before turning to head to the bathroom.

“You don’t have to tell me what happened, but know I’m here for you, Avery, and I’ll listen.”

Looking back at her, I send her a smile. “Oh, I won’t, but thank you.”

Tearing my gaze from her shocked one, I shut the door behind me and close my eyes as I lean against it. A stray tear rolls down my cheek, and I quickly wipe it away before dropping my towel. As another tear slides down my face, over my jaw, and onto my breast, I undo my pants and kick them and my panties up against the door. I don’t know why I’m crying, or even why I’m annoyed. I’m not sure if it’s because of all these things I’m feeling for Jace and I don’t know what to do with them, or if it’s because I wish I’d had someone like Mekena all those years ago. Maybe then I wouldn’t have felt like I was completely alone, with no hope left.

When I move to turn the shower on, my reflection catches my attention, and soon, I’m turning to look at my naked body.

I used to love my body.

But I don’t now.

Well, I love almost all my body, except for my thighs.

And not for a girlie stupid reason.

I wish it were cellulite that covered my thighs.

That could be acceptable, even normal, but I don’t have that.

No, I have the scars of all the pain caused by him.

Scars made by me.
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“So you don’t know her last name?”

Markus looks at me dubiously as I search Skylar’s friends list for my little nightmate. It has become my mission to find out everything I can about Avery. I know, stalker alert, but it’s like I’m infatuated with her. I have to know everything. I wish I had gotten her number earlier, but I was still recovering from the kiss and the overwhelming feelings that I did nothing but stare at her.

I’m paying for that now.

“Obviously not,” I answer, getting frustrated since Skylar has like a million friends. “I didn’t ask that when I had my tongue down her throat.”

“And you didn’t get her number?”

I shoot him a deadpan look. “No, man.”

“Wow, your game is nonexistent.”

“Fuck off,” I yell, throwing the nearest thing I can grab at him. To his dismay, it’s the Xbox controller.

“Ow! Asshole.”

“Shut up, then,” I say simply, still scrolling through Skylar’s friends. “Jesus, she has a billion friends, I swear.”

“Who, Skylar?” he asks, trying to see my phone.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think she’s friends with Skylar. She’s roommates with her sister. Missy? Michelle?”

Dropping my phone to my lap, I think for a second. It was the cute chick with them last night, not that I remember much about her since I was zeroed in on Avery. What was her name? “Madison?”

“No. Mary?”

“Really, dude? No. McKenzie?”

“Mekena!” Markus yells and I nod.

“That’s right,” I say, typing in her name and going to her page.

“She threw up on my shoes last night.”

Scrunching my face, I look up. “Gross.”

“Yeah, it was. She’s cute, though.”

“Looks exactly like Skylar, just a smaller version.”

He shrugs. “I might try to hit it.”

I shrug back. “You do you.”

“You gonna hit Skylar?”

I roll my eyes. “No, dude. I got my eyes on someone else.”

“What?”

I look up. “What?”

“You’re sprung on that girl? Seriously?”

I look away. “Maybe.”

“What the hell? What happened to playing the field?”

I shake my head before looking back up at him. “I can’t. Not after what that girl did to me last night. You just don’t understand, Markus, really. Have you ever been with someone who just fits with you? I mean, everything was just right and I can’t shake that. I need more.”

“Do you know how pitiful you sound right now?”

“I don’t care. You don’t understand. It was just right. Perfect, even.”

When he laughs, I ignore him, searching Mekena’s friends list for her. I don’t care what he thinks because this is different. This is real, and I can’t stop thinking about her. About what we did last night. I tried to sleep, I did. And Lord knows I need it before this afternoon’s skate, but I couldn’t even catch a wink. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her. I’m not sure if it’s lust or infatuation, but Avery No Last Name has me wrapped around her finger, and I’m counting the seconds until the coffee shop thing tonight.

“Just to let you know, you sound like Jayden. I thought your goal was Jude before Claire?”

“It was, but I guess I’m Jayden ’cause I can’t shake her.”

“Have you even tried?”

Giving him a look, I nod. “Yes.”

“You have not,” he accuses. “It’s only been a few hours.”

“I know, but this is different.”

“Different?”

“Yes! All I can do is think of her.”

“You’re a puss, dude.” He shakes his head as he leans back against his pillows.

I know this is a fight that is pointless, but I feel the need to prove my point. “So, if you met some girl, someone who just felt right and natural, you’d pass ’em up?”

He doesn’t even hesitate. “Yes, ’cause I don’t have time to get hung up on some girl. We have shit to do this year, Jace.”

“Sure, but if Jayden and Jude can do everything I am doing while being in a relationship, so can I,” I say and his eyes widen.

“A relationship?! Who the hell are you?”

Has he not been listening to me? “Dude, it was life-altering last night. Really. I feel it…in my soul.”

“What in the world…” he yells, his face in complete shock. “Did she have a platinum pussy or something?”

I glare. “Not cool, dude.”

He looks offended. “Not cool? You know what’s not cool? The fact that yesterday you didn’t even want to be like your brothers. You’ve completely changed the game. And excuse me for not being able to keep up.”

And he’s right, I know this, but I can’t shake her. I’ve been thinking about it all morning. Yeah, a girlfriend was the last thing I wanted, but then I met her and all that changed. I don’t want anyone else but her, and I won’t stop until she’s mine. I don’t understand this intense need to make her mine, but I don’t think I can fight it. Or even if I’m supposed to fight it.

All I know is that I’m petrified I’ll never feel again what I felt when I was with her.

And that’s unacceptable.

“Dude, don’t you think it’s a little weird you’re so caught up on her? Maybe you should take a step back.”

“No,” I say simply.

He lets out a breath. “You’re insane.”

“And you’re my best friend, so what does that say about you?” I ask, sending him a grin before finally coming upon Avery’s name. “Ha! Avery Rose.”

“Avery Rose?” Markus asks. “That’s her name?”

“Apparently.” I click on her Facebook, but her shit is locked down. “Damn, I can’t look at anything.”

“Stalker.”

“Loser,” I call back before hitting Add Friend. “Now, we wait.”

“For?”

“Her to be my friend.”

“Yeah, would have been helpful before you slept with her. You do know that when you sleep with someone, you aren’t supposed to get hung up, right?”

“Yes, I know that, and I’ve done that. But it was different.”

His brow furrows before he shakes his head. “I don’t understand how sex can be different with someone.”

“It just is, okay? Like, with Delanie, it was great, hot, and yeah, good. But with Avery, it was right. Like angels were singing and shit.”

When my statement is met with silence, I glance over to see Markus looking at me like I’m twenty kinds of crazy, and I probably am. But I can’t help it. That girl put a spell on me or something. Drugged me, because I’m begging for my next hit from her. I don’t understand it, nor do I want to. I just want to see her again.

“You are in full pussy-Jayden mode, just to let you know. What’s next? You gonna start carving her name in the ice to show how much you love her?”

“Whoa. No one said love, dude. Don’t rush me.”

“Whatever. You might as well tattoo her name across your neck.”

“What the hell?” I ask, laughing. “Overreacting much? I’m sprung; I’m not asking her to marry me tomorrow.”

“Gotta ask for her phone number first,” he supplies and I glare.

“Fuck off,” I say just as my phone goes off with a text, and his laughter fills the room. Seeing that it’s from my dad, my grin disappears while I click his name and read the text.

 

Dad: I deposited that money in your account.

Me: Awesome, thanx.

Dad: 5k should last you a good bit, but if you need more, ask. Also I put an extra k in there for that stick and skates you need.

Me: Wow, thanks, Dad.

Dad: np. I see it as an investment in your future. Did it for your brothers and look at them.

 

With no help from him. Well, except for money, but he wasn’t supportive. More like an asshole. Without the coaches we had growing up, we might have not gotten to where we are. Oh, and my mom. She was awesome. Always the best at pushing us to greatness. I love my mom. Maybe I should call her. Before I can, my phone dings with another text.

 

Dad: Hoping you can join me and Ellen for dinner this week?

 

Shit. No way in hell do I want to go to dinner with him and his whore.

 

Me: Hey, thanks. I’ll have to get back to you. Classes are kicking my ass and I have to train hard since the season is starting.

Dad: Sure. Just let me know. When is the first game?

 

Damn it. Jude and Jayden are supposed to come to my first game, and of course, my mom and Lucy. I’ll get so much shit if they know I invited him, but what am I supposed to do? He just gave me money.

“Fuck.”

“What?” Markus asks as I look up to find him staring at me, confused. I tell him my situation and he shakes his head. “Yo, Jude and Jayden told you to cut it off with him.”

“He’s my dad, Markus.”

“Yeah, but he’s a douche, and you know it. You just like the money he throws at you.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“Hey, I’m not hating. I’m just saying if you want to play with fire, be prepared to burn. ’Cause if he does come, your brothers are gonna murder you and your mom is gonna be crushed.”

“Yeah.” I look back down at my phone.

 

Me: Mom, Jude, Jayden, and Lucy will be there.

 

I don’t have to wait long for his response.

 

Dad: Okay? You’re my son. If I want to watch you play, I can.

 

After I read the text to Markus, he shakes his head in disgust. “Just ignore him.”

When my phone signals another text, I glance down at my phone to see it’s him again.

 

Dad: If I run into them, I’ll say that Ralph invited me.

 

Well, that solves my issue. They wouldn’t question his friend, who is also my agent, inviting him. But when I tell this to Markus, he doesn’t look convinced.

“Sure, that covers your ass. But do you want your mom to be upset?”

“No,” I say almost immediately. “But you know, he probably won’t make it.”

But Markus rolls his eyes, leaning back in his bed as I look back down at my phone. “You do you, homie, but I think it’s a bad idea.”

“I hear you.”

And I do, but this way may work and it will cover my bases. I won’t feel like a dick because he just gave me money, and my mom won’t ever know.

So why do I feel so guilty?

 

Dad: Jace?

Me: Yeah, sorry, it’s the 3rd.

Dad: I’ll be there. Let me know if you need anything.

Me: Will do.

 

“He said he’s gonna come, but I doubt it.” Markus shakes his head. “What?”

“It’s shitty, dude. Your mom doesn’t need to be dealing with that.”

Shame washes over me because he’s right. But what was I supposed to do? I don’t want to work right now, not when the season is starting and I am trying to holler at Avery. My time is going to be completely taken up between hockey and her. I don’t have time for a job, but I like to have money. Last year, I didn’t have anything except for my scholarship money, and that didn’t last me all year. I had to work all summer because it wasn’t like my mom could give me anything or support me. She was struggling to get by herself. It’s hard watching your mom struggle, so of course, I threw money her way. She didn’t like it, but she’s my mom. I’d leave twenties on the counter or in her purse. I had to support her.

I had to do my part, but when my dad offered to send me money at the beginning of August, I didn’t turn him down. I needed a new stick and skates and had planned on buying them, but I needed books first. Then the money just kept coming, followed by the car. Yeah, it pissed my mom off, I could tell. But I miss not having to worry about money. It’s nice, and if he wants to support me until I get into the NHL, then I’m going to let him. I just have to figure out how to do it without it coming back and hurting my mom.

I won’t let anything hurt her.

My dad is still stalling on the divorce and paying her alimony. Makes me wonder if that’s why he’s so eager to throw money at me. Less for her to have when it’s all settled.

But Markus is right. I’m playing with fire, and it sort of makes me nervous. I know how my mom gets when she sees my dad. She isn’t over his betrayal, and I don’t blame her. But there has got to be a way to keep my mom happy and take my dad for all he’s worth. Hell, he owes it to me. To all of us. He ripped apart our family. So yeah, I’m going to take his money and his gifts—anything to make life a little easier since the last two years have kind of sucked. Or maybe I’m making excuses for being a spoiled brat who doesn’t want to work for what he needs.

Who knows, but before I can answer Markus or tell him I’ve got this, my phone dings with a Facebook notification.

Avery Rose accepted your friend request.

“Ha! She accepted me.”

“Well, she did sleep with you. It’s sorta protocol. And hey, means you were good in bed.”

Rolling my eyes at him, I click on her picture and then I’m full-out Facebook-stalking her. She doesn’t have much on her page. No pictures of anything but herself and her guitar. When I find that she has no tagged photos, I think that’s weird, but what she does have are thousands of videos.

“She has a YouTube channel.” I click on the link. Markus comes onto the floor with me, and then we are watching video after video of her. She’s amazing and so damn talented. I love music—I mean, who doesn’t? But I swear I could listen to her smoky voice all day long. It’s just mesmerizing, and I love watching someone who is passionate about something. It’s obvious that music is everything to her, and it’s a beautiful thing to watch.

Leaning my head back, I click on the newest video, which was uploaded thirty minutes ago.

“Hi! Avery Rose here, and thanks for watching!”

She looks hot and makes me feel like a lovestruck, idiot kid. Her hair is in a pile on her head, and she has little to no makeup on while in a cute little black dress that hangs off her shoulder. She looks like she did this morning when she woke up beside me. Her cheeks are rosy, her eyes bright, and I swear, I’ve never seen someone as beautiful as her.

“She is cute.”

He says it like it’s a bad thing and I smile. “Gorgeous is more like it.”

Markus shrugs then as the video of her goes on. “So I wrote this song this morning, like total word vomit, and I have to share it. So here it goes. It’s untitled right now. Nothing really fits it, you know? But if you listen to this and think you’ve got something, please comment below. So, yeah, enjoy and thanks!”

And then she is singing.

And I’m a goner.

A fucking goner.

I don’t care what anyone says, but this song is about me and there is no doubting it. The words describe our night together and even the way she traced her tongue along the curve of my hip. It’s our song. Our night together, and holy shit, she sings the hell out of it. It’s one thing to experience something so special with someone, but to know you inspired them to write a song this beautiful and this meaningful is something else.

Something I can’t even put into words.

“So, I got a name for the song.” I don’t look over at him since I can’t take my eyes off her, but I know he is smiling, his voice full of humor.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, my night with Jace Fucking Sinclair.”

Seems about right.

But I have something better.

When she finishes, she sends one last grin that I swear it hits me straight in the gut. Why does one little smile feel like scoring the winning goal? Jeez, she is something. Biting into my lip, I hit comment and log in to YouTube before typing out what I think the name should be.

“Oooh, good one,” Markus comments.

“Right?”

Laughing beside me, he says, “And I get it. She’s sorta cool.”

I chuckle at his understatement as I go to her Facebook page. “She’s more than cool. She’s fucking amazing, and I have to know everything about her.

“Okay, stop all that girlie shit. I said, I get it.”

I knock my shoulder into his, and he laughs as I grin, going to her wall and leave her a post:

 

Jace Sinclair > Avery Rose.

Heya, Avery Rose. I checked out that video you posted and I got a name for you.

Beneath Him.

Yeah, I know it’s amazing.

Almost as amazing as you.

Can’t wait to see you tonight.

Love, Jace.

 

Before I can post it, though, Markus says, “Dude, take the ‘love’ off. You seem like a stalker-ass loser.”

“Screw you!”

But I delete it.

Just in case.
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I have turned into a Facebook-stalker.

Or creeper?

Or something along those lines.

Because I’m officially obsessed with Jace’s Facebook. I mean, there is so much to look at. He has billions of funny posts, and I’ve decided the dude is hilarious, but I kind of already knew that. I mean, he was throwing lame-ass lines at me left and right on the fly, but the stuff on his page is gold. Really. For a week, he did the adventures of his left sock. His left sock was found all over the place: on the ice, on a girl’s butt, in Markus’s hair, and I swear, it has been the highlight of my day.

Well, minus the time I spent with him this morning.

Along with his funny posts and goofy profile pictures, he has more pictures of his family on his Facebook than I think I’ve ever taken of my family—in, like, my whole life. That’s doesn’t mean much though in my case, but it’s obvious he loves his family. Like, really loves them. He’s a momma’s boy; there is an album just for pictures of him and his mom, which is downright adorable. There are a lot of pictures of who I am assuming is his sister. She looks just like him, but the pictures are usually of her with a small little girl and then some of her flipping the camera off. She seems like a hoot in my opinion.

And then, there are the pictures of him and his brothers.

Holy. Shit.

Mekena wasn’t playing when she said the Sinclair brothers were hot. Hot isn’t even the right word to describe the three pieces of man meat I’ve been staring at for more time than I’d like to admit. Smoldering. Blazing. Shit, they are all so beautiful. They are like Greek hockey gods or something. So hot. There is an album of a vacation they took to Florida that includes a lot of shirtless pictures of Jace. Easy to say, that’s my favorite album.

Glancing at the clock from my phone, I realize I have an issue.

I’ve spent the last hour and a half dissecting Jace’s Facebook. But it’s just so easy to get lost in him and his life. It’s like a fairy tale. He is obviously loved and he loves life. I’m jealous. Just watching him grow through the years was magical, but the problem that has arisen is I want to know more. I want to know the names of all the women on his page. I want to know how old the child his sister holds is. I want to know why in the last couple of years there are no pictures of his dad in the group photos of his family. I want to know why he didn’t go into the draft last year, because there was an article he had posted a link to saying he was supposed to go. I’m thankful he didn’t, but still, I want to know why.

I don’t even care about hockey, but I want to watch him play.

His album of hockey is full of pictures of him playing in tournaments and videos of him shooting and puck handling. He’s amazing. Like, super good. It doesn’t take long for me to realize that we have been at the same places a lot in the last five years. He was even at Worlds when I was there for Matty. I never saw him, though, and that upsets me. I could have found him earlier. But then, I guess I wouldn’t be the person I am now. Back then I was broken, and I wouldn’t have talked to him. Hell, I probably wouldn’t have even looked at him.

I was a mess.

But I’m looking now, and I can’t wait to see him tonight. I’ve decided I can’t ignore him. I have to know more. I have to have more. I don’t know what will happen, or what this attraction and need will lead to, but I can’t fight what I’m feeling. I just can’t. I have to see where it goes. If it gets to be too much, then I’ll back off. It won’t be that hard, and I sure as hell can’t fall like a dumbass. I have to be smart about this.

When a notification pops up that Jace has posted on my page, a grin curves my lips before I click it, going to my wall. Reading his post, I can’t stop smiling. And when I read the title he suggests for my song, my heart pounds into my ribs and I lose my breath. Not only did he watch the video, but he really listened.

Swoon.

But the title for song suits it; it’s good.

Clicking the comment button, I type back quickly.

 

Avery Rose: Maybe. It’s okay.

 

I don’t wait long for him to comment back.

 

Jace Sinclair: It’s okay? Whatever! It’s amazing, and I demand that it be called that.

 

Giggling, my grin grows.

 

Avery Rose: Demand? Who are you to demand anything?

Jace Sinclair: Um…the person you wrote the song about?

 

My face burns, but I’m grinning as I laugh out loud.

 

Avery Rose: Goodness, do you have room wherever you go with an ego like that?

Jace Sinclair: Not that much, but I manage. Try to tell me it isn’t about me. I dare you.

Jace Sinclair: Double dare.

 

Butterflies go crazy in my gut as I shake my head. This guy. He is crazy! There is no way I’m admitting that on Facebook. To his face…probably not, but he can think what he wants. Even if it is the truth. But before I can tell him that, my phone dings with a text.

From Matty.

Two days in a row? What the hell?

Clicking on his text, my brows come together when I read what he has sent.

 

Matty: Why is Jace Sinclair all over your shit?

Me: Huh? What are you talking about?

 

He then sends me a screenshot of Jace’s post and I’m confused. What the hell?

 

Me: Stalker much? Why does it matter?

Matty: Because that’s the dude I’m fighting first draft spot for. Are you fucking him?

Me: What the hell? That’s none of your business for one, and two, why do I care who you are going against in the draft?

Matty: Because I’m your brother. Stay away from him.

Me: Yeah, okay. Where do you get off?

Matty: I’m not kidding, Av. Stay away from him.

Me: Can you give me a reason?

Matty: Because he’s a dick like his brothers.

 

That confuses me. What the hell is he talking about? How does he even know Jace? I mean, I get that they are probably in the same division for tournaments and shit, but I doubt he knows him personally. I’ve never heard him mention his name, and Jace and I had no friends in common. Which means one thing: Jace must have beaten him at something.

 

Me: What, did he win a tourney over you?

Matty: Shut it, Av, and do what you’re told.

Me: Lol. Please. Get over yourself. If you were smart, you’d encourage me to be with him so it would be a distraction and you could win. Because God forbid, you don’t win everything.

Matty: You’re no distraction, Av. Just a constant pain in the ass.

 

Rolling my eyes, I shut the messaging app and shake my head. God, he is such a dick, and I really don’t understand why he is so mean to me. Isn’t he supposed to love me? What did I ever do to him? I almost want to ask him, but I feel like I know the answer.

Caleb.

Not wanting to open that can of worms, I go back to Facebook. I won’t do what Matty wants. I’ve always had to sacrifice my happiness for him, and I won’t do it any longer. This almost makes me want to pursue things with Jace more, just to spite him. But I wouldn’t do it for that reason. I’d do it because I want Jace, and I do. I just wish my brother wasn’t such a dickwad.

When my phone dings, I notice I have a message on Facebook. From Jace.

 

Jace Sinclair: You’re just gonna leave me hanging?

 

Grinning, I hit his name and go to the chat.

 

Avery Rose: Can’t confirm or deny your allegations.

Jace Sinclair: Oh you can, it’s just will you?

Avery Rose: No comment.

Jace Sinclair: I’ll shoot you some disgustingly corny lines until you do.

Avery Rose: Is that supposed to be a punishment?

Jace Sinclair: Baby, if you want punishment, I can give you some. Just ask.

Avery Rose: Ew, you just went full 50 Shades of Grey on me.

Jace Sinclair: I did, so bend over, let me spank ya a bit.

Avery Rose: I will cut you if you try.

Jace Sinclair: Challenge accepted.

 

That has me giggling so hard, my stomach hurts. Falling over to my side, I watch the little chat bubbles as he types, feeling every bit like a girl with a crush. I’m hanging on every word he types and I am practically begging for more.

 

Jace Sinclair: No, but really, tell me you wrote that song for me.

Avery Rose: I didn’t write it for you, thank you.

Jace Sinclair: Jeez, you know how to cut a fella down, huh? But fine, about me.

Avery Rose: Still no comment. [image: ]

 

Grinning, I wait for his response like I’m waiting for Santa on Christmas morning, with all the anticipation and hope of a five-year-old. He makes me giddy and excited. I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath until the message comes through.

 

Jace Sinclair: Give me your number.

Avery Rose: Stalker, no.

Jace Sinclair: Yes, give it to me.

Avery Rose: Why?

Jace Sinclair: Cause I need it.

Avery Rose: For?

Jace Sinclair: Because I want the number for the most gorgeous girl on campus, the one who makes my heart race, and also the one who traced her tongue up my ab and wrote a song about it.

 

Swoon! He is incredible.

 

Avery Rose: Well then… ask nicely.

Jace Sinclair: Avery, beautiful Rose, can I please have you number?

Avery Rose: Yes [image: ]

 

Once I send it, I fully expect him to text me. But instead, my phone starts to ring. Surprised, I read the number I expect is his and consider answering it. I should send it to voice mail just to mess with him. But I go ahead and answer it.

“Hello?”

“Tell me that song isn’t about me.” His voice is low, rough, and every bit dripping with naughty sex. I close my eyes, my whole body tensing up as I grip my blanket, for what, I have no clue. Holy hell, his voice is torture.

“No way. No comment,” I manage to say, and in return, he laughs softly.

“You’re gonna make me work for it?”

“I am.”

“Good,” he says then, sending chills down my spine. “What are you doing after your gig?”

“Probably coming home to go to bed.”

“Or, you could come out with me.”

“To?”

“A special place.”

“Your bed?”

“No, you horny thing, somewhere special.”

“Fine, I’ll bite—”

“Oh, thank God,” he moans and I giggle, my cheeks burning with not only embarrassment but need, too.

“Goodness me. I mean, where?”

“You’ll see, but you have to agree.”

“You’re impossible.”

“Say yes.”

“Fine, yes.”

“Awesome, cool, so yeah.” He pauses awkwardly which I think is so stinking cute, and I’m breathless as silence comes over the line. “So, not to sound like a complete stalker loser, like Markus has been calling me, but I’ve been thinking about you all day.”

Grinning, I press my lips together as giddiness washes over me. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess I’m supposed to say the same, huh?”

“It would be nice if I wasn’t the only stalker here.”

That makes me laugh, and soon he is laughing with me. “Yeah, you’re not.”

“Cool.”

“Cool.” I open my eyes, looking at the ceiling, unsure what the hell is going on. Why are we so ridiculously cute and awkward? We had sex all night and morning. I shouldn’t be self-conscious, but I am. Along with giddy and unable to stop smiling. What does that even mean? “What are you doing to me?”

I can hear his smile in his voice as it drops an octave. “Nothing yet.”

“Jace, you know what I mean. I feel all schoolgirl-like.”

“Good, ’cause I feel like a kid going through puberty talking to my crush.”

“So you’re crushing?”

“Oh, yeah. Hard.”

“How hard?” I ask to lighten the moment because he is getting deep and I can’t handle it. He can’t be this into me, can he? I’ve spent so long thinking I was nothing, but he makes me feel like something. Then I can’t help but feel like I’m in deep. Which cannot happen. Not yet. I just met him. And I want fun! I don’t want something serious.

“Really hard, and don’t act like you aren’t crushing either.”

“Never said I wasn’t.”

“Didn’t confirm it either.”

“Well, maybe I don’t word vomit like you do.”

“No, you just write hot-ass songs about me to show how you feel.”

“You’re full of yourself,” I accuse and he laughs.

“Fine, keep it under lock. I’ll find that key.” He probably didn’t mean it to be suggestive, but it is and I’m almost speechless as I bite my lip.

“I hope you do.”

“I will.”

The silence comes back and I grin. “What now?”

He doesn’t answer me right away, and I can just see him sitting there, smiling and looking all hot and shit. “Well, I have to go to practice.”

“Ah, hockey.”

“Yeah, the best sport ever.”

“That’s debatable,” I comment and he pauses.

“Not a fan?”

“Not so much.”

“Probably ’cause you haven’t seen me play. You should come check me out sometime.”

“Is that right?”

“Yup, and I bet you’ll love it after that.”

I want to watch him. Badly. But I can’t let him know that.

“I’ll even take you to dinner afterward.”

“Pizza?”

“Oh, yeah. Or hell, we can Netflix and chill for sure.”

“You’re very persuasive, Sinclair.”

“And you’re beautiful.” He says it so simply, with so much meaning, that my heart is racing as I suck in a deep breath.

“I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Good, my goal is to keep you on your toes.”

Closing my eyes, I shake my head as I soar through the clouds. “So I guess I’ll see you tonight?”

“Yup, I’ll be in the front row, screaming for you because, baby, you’re my June Carter.”

“Oh wow, Lame Line Larry.”

He laughs. “Don’t hate, June.”

“Goodness me, does that make you Johnny Cash?”

“Your biggest fan? Yeah.”

“That’s corny.”

“Hey, I’m known for that,” he says with teasing in his voice. “But I gotta go.”

“For hockey,” I deadpan, a little sad. I don’t want to stop talking to him.

“Hey, someone’s gotta support the kids while you’re working your way to the top.”

“Oh my, really?” I laugh and his chuckles run down my spine.

“Just saying,” he says between laughs. “But I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay, bye.”

“Bye, baby,” he says and then the line goes dead. Laying my phone against my chest, I know I should be completely freaked out. I should be running for the hills.

But instead, I think I just fell even more for Jace Sinclair.

Shit.
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I love the ice in the Bullies’ arena.

I’m not really sure what it is about this ice, but I love it. It’s my favorite out of every surface of ice I’ve ever played on. I’ve played on a lot, too, even had my own little rink at home growing up, but nothing compares to this ice. It catches my skates perfectly, my stick glides effortlessly on it, there a banner on the wall for the most goals scored in a season with my name on it, and I just feel good when I’m on this ice.

I think it’s because Jude and Jayden both played on this ice and went to the NHL afterward. It’s my stepping-stone to the goal I’ve worked for all my life, and that thought is overwhelming. My brothers owned this ice, led the players on it to victory, and taught me key plays on it. I’ll never forget the countless hours I spent here with Jude and Jayden when I was in high school. They’d drive me up here for a little stick and play, just to keep me fresh between tournaments. Those are some of my favorite memories. Just me and my brothers, tearing up the ice.

Then last year, Jayden worked me to the bone to make me better. When Jude was in town, he’d come play too. It was great and those are moments I hold in my heart. Even with Jude considered better than us because he had made it already, he never threw that in our faces. He pushed us… Yeah, he teased us, but his goal was to motivate us. He did and then Jayden joined him out there. As much as I want what they have right now, my time is coming because of their love, their support. It is something I’ll never forget. Nor will I forget when I would score on them, or when the roles were reversed and I’d show them a new trick. Those are the kinds of things that stick with me. The long talks in the locker room, the brotherly teasing, and the promise of a future of us three in the NHL together. That’s my end goal, and it’s coming.

All because of them. Because they are my best friends.

So yeah, this is my favorite place on earth.

And it’s my year to follow in their footsteps. It’s my time. It’s my turn to lead this group of guys to the championship and beyond. To be a strong presence on the ice, to show the scouts what they need, to go first. To be the best. To be just like Jude and Jayden Sinclair. I know I’m ready to be in the big leagues with my brothers; I’m ready to make my mom proud. To make Jude and Jayden proud.

But even with all that, and knowing that I’m home, I wish like hell I was with Avery.

I know, insane, but I can’t stop thinking about her. She has the sexiest voice I have ever heard. I love when she sings, I do. But when that girl talks, all low and with purpose, it makes my cock rock hard and my world spin. She is something, that’s for sure, and I can’t wait to be done here so I can see her again.

When the whistle blows, it pulls me from thinking of Avery and on to what Coach Moore is saying. I still can’t look him in the eye, though. All I see is him touching or kissing my mom, and soon, I’m gagging. It’s weird, like, really weird. But he’s my coach so I try to pay attention, while trying not to make eye contact. It’s tough because Coach Moore is a look-into-your-soul kind of guy when he talks. Even when it’s only about plays, you know he means business just by the way he looks at you.

So, needless to say, I’m dying.

“Sinclair, Reeves, and Gordon, line one,” he says and Markus fist-pumps me, a grin on his face.

“One-way ticket into the draft.”

I nod, returning his grin. He’s right. Gordon is a senior and a damn good player. He has bypassed the draft for three years now because he doesn’t want it. He wants to be a lawyer but enjoys playing, and he’s awesome. I can’t hate on him either for not wanting to go into the draft. Different strokes for different folks. Also means more space for Markus and me. As long as all three of us stay healthy, we are in. No doubt about it.

“You know it, one and two right here.”

Markus scoffs at that. “I’m one, you’re two.”

“Come on, dude. You know the truth,” I tease back and he laughs.

“Whatever, and since you’re in full girl-mode now, don’t cry when I beat you.”

Dick. I glare. “Bring it, Reeves.”

He taps his shin when the whistle blows, and we all get into position, waiting for the whistle to blow again for the start of the play. When it comes, I’m at ease and at home as we run the play like it’s meant to be run. I’ve been doing this my whole life; it’s automatic to me, and man, I love it. This is where I want to be. This is my life. But then Avery is there, smiling at me in my head, and I have no clue why.

I shouldn’t be thinking of her. I should be playing. But instead, I’m thinking of the way her hair felt in my hands and how she nuzzled my neck as she slept. Jesus, that girl could be a big disturbance in my life. She could break me. I know this, but there is no other way of going about this. I have to see where this is heading because I’m pretty sure it’s going to be somewhere awesome. Where life is damn good. That’s what I want. Her words from before come crashing into me—that we are two different people on two different paths, but I don’t care. I think I want to merge our roads, and I feel we can. Usually, when I feel something, I’m right.

Hell, I’m always right.

 

When practice is over, I’m exhausted. Stumbling back to the Bullies’ house, I crash into bed but only after I set my clock to wake me for Avery’s gig tonight. Shit, what time was that? Opening a text, I type her name and then text her.

 

Me: What time do I need to be there?

Avery: My time slot is 8-9.

Me: Cool. I’m gonna catch a nap.

Avery: Jealous, I have to study.

Me: Want me to come keep you company?

Me: I mean, I can sleep beside you. Because I’m napping.

Avery: lol. No, you’re a distraction. I’ll want to stare at you instead of study.

Me: And write songs about me?

Avery: Pitiful. You’re beyond self-absorbed.

Me: Well, you aren’t helping with that, writing songs about me and shit.

Avery: Have a nice nap, Jace.

Me: Study hard, Avery.

 

Grinning, I roll over face first into my pillow, and it doesn’t take long until I’m drifting off. But just as I fall asleep, my phone rings.

Fuck me.

Groaning, I peek out to look at my phone and find it’s Coach calling me.

Well, hell.

Sitting up, confused, I answer.

“Hey, Coach.”

“Sinclair, come over to my house real quick.”

“What?”

“Come over here real quick. I need to ask you something.”

Crapola. What did I do wrong? Getting out of bed, I say, “I’m coming.” I hang up and run up the stairs before going out the door, searching my brain for something that Coach would want to talk to me about? Practice was great. The guys are doing well. I feel good, and I waited until everyone was done before I left. So what the hell is going on?

Coach’s house is right next to ours and isn’t that long of a walk, but he’s killing my naptime. The door is ajar when I reach it, and I push it open, calling out, “Coach?”

“Come in here,” he calls from the kitchen, and when I enter, as I’ve done plenty of times before, he’s sitting at the kitchen table.

By himself.

Like a weirdo.

I look at him and he looks at me, and I look away quickly as an eerie silence falls over the room.

He clears his throat. “So, um, I’m sure you’re wondering why I called you over.”

I nod. “Yeah, I am,”

“Well, let me get to the point. I wanted to ask you if you’d be okay with me dating your mom.”

Scrunching my face up, I finally look at him. He’s giving me that hard look, the one that kind of scares me, and I’m unsure if I can be honest here. I’m pretty sure he might try to kill me if I say no. But then, what reason do I have to say no? I think…gag…she likes him and he…gag… likes her. My mom hasn’t been happy for a while, and if Coach…gag…can do that, who am I to stop him?

“Does she want to date you?” I ask, holding back the vomit as he holds my gaze.

“She does.”

Gag.

Swallowing the vomit that wants to escape, I shudder. “I mean, Coach, y’all are adults. You don’t have to ask me.”

He nods slowly. “I respect you, Sinclair. And because of that, I want to ask. I already asked Lucy and your brothers. They are fine with it, but I want to make sure you are too before I proceed in a relationship with her.”

Those bastards. No one could call me?

And good God, a relationship? Ew.

“Thanks,” I manage to say without puking all over his hardwood floors. “I appreciate that and, yeah, Coach, you’re a good dude. Just please don’t hurt her.”

He nods. “I can promise you I won’t. She’s a very special lady.”

“She is.” I tuck my hands into my pockets, but he just stares at me. Staring back at him, my eyes widen. “Yeah, I got nothing. Can I leave?”

Coach chuckles as he nods. “Yeah, Sinclair. Thanks for coming over.”

“Yeah, and ugh…um, good luck with my, er, mom,” I say awkwardly before hightailing it out of the house. Once the door is shut behind me, I pull out my phone and call Baylor.

“Hey, loser.”

“Chick, your dad is dating my mom, and you couldn’t tell me? I get that Jayden wants me to feel all gross inside and loves fucking with me, but you? I expected a call.”

“What?” she asks, and I pause.

“You know our parents are dating, right? He just asked me if it was okay.”

“What!” she shrieks and then the phone goes dead.

Huh. Guess she didn’t know.

Shrugging my shoulders, I head back to the Bullies’ house and run back down the stairs to my room, falling face first into the bed again. I want to sleep, I do. But then I sit up and I’m texting Avery.

 

Me: Someone just asked me if they could date my mom.

Avery: I thought you had a dad.

Me: I do. They are divorced. Sorta.

Avery: Oh. Sorry, and that’s sweet. Is he nice?

Me: No big and yeah, he’s my coach.

Avery: Oh cool. I hope it works out.

Me: Me too.

Me: Don’t know why I texted you that.

Avery: Duh, because I’m constantly on your mind.

 

She adds a winky face and I grin.

 

Me: That’s exactly it.

Avery: Wow. I’m surprised I said that. I’m not full of myself like some people.

Me: You should be. You’re hot.

Avery: Don’t have to suck up, Jace. I’ll more than likely have sex with you again.

Me: Um, who said anything about sex, you freak?

Avery: lol, whatevs.

Me: And get used to it.

Avery: Used to what?

Avery: Being a freak?

Avery: I think I got that in the bag.

 

I grin as I shake my head.

 

Me: Believe me, you do, but I mean get used to me telling you how gorgeous you are.

Me: Because someone as exquisite as you needs to be told daily how beautiful I think you are.

Avery: …

 

I laugh out loud, but it turns into a yawn as I type back.

 

Me: What’s up with the dots?

Avery: Oh sorry, I’m swooning.

Me: So dots mean swooning?

Avery: For you they do.

Me: …

Avery: … [image: ]

 

Sending her a winky face emoticon, I place my phone on the nightstand and close my eyes. I have at least two hours for a good power nap, and nothing is going to prevent me from getting those hours. I have to be refreshed and ready to devour Avery after her gig. I have so much planned for our first date that we aren’t calling a date because she doesn’t do labels. I can’t wait. But first, sleep. I need sleep. Just then my phone starts to ring with Jayden’s ringtone.

Damn it! Can I get a break here?

“Hello?”

“Way to go, loser. Coach wanted to talk to Baylor on his own.”

“My bad,” I mumble.

“Yeah, she’s freaking the hell out, yelling at me for keeping it from her and yelling at him for not talking to her first. So, thanks.”

“Anytime, I love making your life hell.”

“Whatever. Did you throw up a bit in your mouth? I hope you did. I hope you imagined him banging our mother.”

“Oh my God, you douche.” He laughs at that as I gag.

“Gross, right? He’s my father-in-law, for God’s sake!”

“So gross,” I say and then I pause. “Ha, you’ll be married to your sister if they get married.”

“Fuck you,” he says and I laugh harder.

“Don’t hate ’cause you’re banging your soon-to-be sister.”

“You’re a dick and I hate you.”

“I understand your anger right now. I’d be upset too if I was banging my sister. It’s okay, we can get you help.”

“You aren’t banging anything, that’s why you’re butthurt and jealous.”

“Bitch, please. I get laid on the regular.”

“Sure you do,” he teases and I roll my eyes. “But anyway, I think Mom will be happy. Coach is a good dude.”

“I think so too,” I agree and he laughs.

“Okay, just wanted to tell you you’re a dick for messing that up for Baylor. And I also wanted to make sure you puked a little, even though somehow you turned this on me.”

Smirking, I roll over, cuddling into my bed. “Duh, I’m amazing.”

“Mom really shouldn’t have told you that as much as she did. You believe it, and I can promise you, it isn’t true.”

Scoffing, I say, “You’re just jealous she loves me more.”

“Yeah, okay,” he deadpans and I smile against the pillow. “Did you get a job yet?”

I close my eyes, my smile gone. “No,” I groan.

“Get one, dweeb. Stop fucking around.”

“Yeah, I’ll get on that.”

“You better.”

“I will.”

“Fine.”

“Fine!”

Jayden pauses and I let out a long breath, frustrated. He drives me insane. “Love you, talk to you later.”

“Love you too,” I say back and I hang up. He’s such a weirdo. As I close my eyes, though, his words play over and over in my mind. About how my dad could fuck me over and then I’d be without again. I don’t want that to happen, and maybe I should get a little part-time job. Something to get Jayden and Jude off my back, but also to have to fall back on if things go south.

Yeah. Maybe I will.

After my nap, though.


[image: ]

[image: ]

When I jerk awake from the loud goal noise I have set as my alarm tone, I sit up and reach for my phone. It’s only seven, and I could probably sleep a little bit more, but I want to get there early. Maybe have a chance to hang with Avery before she gets onstage. Rubbing my eyes, I click on her name and type out a message.

 

Me: I’m awake.

Avery: Oh good, I assumed you were going to channel your inner Sleeping Beauty.

Me: Beauty part is right.

Avery: Debatable…haha… so I guess this means you’re still coming tonight? Not blowing me off for all your many girlfriends that you really don’t have but claim to have because you’re a wannabe player? [image: ]

Me: Wow. Some would be offended by that.

Avery: But you’re not part of that some, which means you’re still coming?

Me: I wouldn’t miss it for anything.

Avery: …

 

Grinning at her little dots, I look up to find Markus playing Xbox.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” he says after looking back at me and I glare. What the hell is up with all this Sleeping Beauty shit? “Did Jacey have a nice nappy?”

“Screw you,” I bark at him before standing and stretching. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing, just killing some aliens and shit. You? I thought you were out for the night.”

“I’m going to Avery’s gig.”

“Oh, cool.”

“Yeah, you should come.”

“Eh, maybe.” His eyes don’t leave the TV as I pass by him to go shower.

“Whatever, it’s gonna be fun.”

“Fun watching you geek out over some chick? Comical, yes. Fun, no.”

“I’m sure there will be smart chicks there you can hit on,” I suggest, waggling my brows at him

He makes a face, his eyes still trained on the TV. “I won’t have my right-hand man to make an ass of himself with some corny-ass lines.”

“This is true.”

“Plus, smart chicks don’t like me for some reason.”

“’Cause they are smart enough not to fall for your shit,” I laugh and he smirks.

“Maybe.”

Laughing, I head into the bathroom and I kind of hope he goes with me tonight. I don’t need him to go, but it would be nice to have someone with me. Maybe I won’t look like a total loser in the front row, cheering her on, if my boy is right beside me.

Probably not. We’ll probably look like two losers together.

After showering and shaving a little bit, I come out in a towel to find him still in front of the TV, playing. Heading to my dresser, I get a pair of jeans and a thin tee before getting dressed quickly since I took a little longer than I meant to in the shower. Combing my hair back, I decide I should really get a haircut. It’s falling in my face all the time now, which I guess is cool since man buns are all the rage, but I can imagine the shit I’d get from Markus, Jude, and Jayden. They would rip me apart. Shaking my head, I pull on a gray beanie to hold my hair back before looking over at Markus, who is still playing. Rolling my eyes, I reach for my phone and check the time. Then I open my texts.

 

Me: You on your way?

Avery: Did you beat me? Stalker.

 

Grinning, I chuckle as I write her back.

 

Me: No, weirdo, I’m about to leave now.

Avery: So…we’ll get there at the same time?

Me: Or I will beat you.

Avery: Or I could beat you.

Me: Are you challenging me?

Avery: Duh.

Me: I don’t back down from a challenge.

Avery: Of course, you don’t, but this is a challenge you’re gonna lose.

Me: Bring it.

Avery: Crossing the quad now.

Me: CHEATER!

 

“Dude, you going?”

Markus looks back at me as I slide my feet into tennis shoes. “Yeah, I guess, since you obviously need a date.”

I scoff. “My date is meeting me there.”

“It’s okay,” he says as he shuts the game off and stands. “You don’t have to lie to kick it, bro.”

“Whatever, hurry up.”

“I’m ready,” he says much to my surprise before reaching for the door. Usually, it takes him hours upon hours to get ready.

“Oh. Cool.” I follow him up the stairs. It’s only a two-minute walk to the food-court strip mall. The coffee shop is at the end of it, so I know I’ll beat her to it. But just in case, I have a little pep in my step.

“Why are we walking so fast?”

Looking back at Markus, I point toward the food strip. “Just want to get there.”

“Dude, really?”

“What?” I ask, confused.

“I’ve never seen you like this, even with Delanie, who I thought you were gonna marry. You didn’t rush to get to her.”

I shrug. “Because that was sex. I told you this was different.”

“Whatever, dude.” He shakes his head. “Have you talked to Delanie?”

I shake my head. “Um, not for a couple of weeks. She just started that new job.”

“I heard she’s coming down for a belated celebration of Baylor’s birthday.”

“Oh? Who’d you hear that from?”

“She posted it on Baylor’s wall.”

“Oh. Cool.”

And I know he expects me to be all excited, but really, I don’t care. Delanie is a friend. We had fun, she rocked my world for a bit, but it ended. We both didn’t see it going anywhere. It was good, hot sex, but outside of the bedroom, we really did nothing but watch Netflix. She’s funny and stuff, but we didn’t click the way I wanted. I know everyone thought we were serious, but we weren’t. Not even kind of.

She didn’t make me feel even an ounce of what Avery makes me feel. Because of that, I know this thing with Avery is important. Real. I just hope she can get on my level, because this no dating shit is wack. I’ll be damned if I’m going to be all caught up while she’s playing the field. No way. I don’t know what is going to happen, but I’m not going to let this girl go easily. I just can’t.

“And you don’t care?”

“Nope.”

“Really?”

“Dude, I told you. I’m in it to win it with Avery.”

“You don’t even know the chick.”

I shrug. “But I know what I’m feeling is real, so I’m gonna explore it. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work, but I’m gonna try.”

“All right, Jayden.”

“Shut it.”

Before he can answer me, though, we are entering the coffee shop and I’m searching for her. I don’t see her, and while that gives me a rush of victory, I wonder where she is. Did she stop to talk with someone on the way here? Was it a dude? Oh fuck, did I just ask that?

“Yo, Sinclair!”

Looking up, I see my boy Chase, who I grew up with. “Bro!”

Shaking hands that leads into a manly hug, I grin as I pull back to meet his gaze. “What are you doing here?”

He doesn’t go to Bellevue, and I thought he was in Brazil or something. Living the life.

“Dude, my parents own this coffee shop, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say as he shakes hands with Markus. “So you run this place?”

“You know it. I’m changing the name to Chase Your Coffee.”

“Clever,” I say with a grin and he laughs.

“Mom hates it, but it’s my place now, so, oh well. She’s off living the retired life.” He shrugs and I nod in agreement. “How’re Jude and Jayden? Killing it?”

“Always.”

“Bet you’re ready to get up there.”

“You know it. My time is coming.”

“I hear ya, man.”

Looking around, I see that the shop is a cool place. I have never come in here before because I’m not a coffee person, but I might have to change that. It’s chill. People are studying and drinking coffee while some dude on the stage packs up his guitar. I assume that’s where Avery will perform, and I see a table right at the front.

My table.

“So what brings ya in? I didn’t take you for a coffee drinker.”

I shake my head. “I’m not. I’m just ordering some water, I guess.”

Looking around for Avery, I see she still isn’t here, and uneasiness settles in my chest. Where is she? I go up to the counter as Chase walks around it, and he gets me a bottle of water, then one for Markus.

“On the house.”

I grin. “Thanks, bro. Glad you can afford to give out water.”

He laughs. “Yeah, yeah. So what are you here for if it isn’t for my great coffee?”

Looking back at him, I say, “Here to watch someone perform.”

“The hot Avery Rose?” he asks with a sly grin and my grin drops. Markus, though, sputters with laughter, I guess from the look I’m giving Chase. “Whoa. No offense, didn’t know she was taken.”

“She isn’t,” Markus sings and I glare back at him.

“Yet,” I correct him, which only makes him laugh harder.

“Oh, trying to get with her, then? She’s hot and talented, for sure.”

“Yeah, I wonder where she is.”

“Oh, she’s in the back setting up stuff with the sound guy.”

Confused, I ask, “She’s here?”

“Yeah, been here for like an hour.”

That brat.

Grinning, I roll my eyes, but then I pause when my gaze falls on a “Help Wanted” sign. Like I said, I’m not a coffee guy, but apparently this is the place Avery is always hanging according to her Facebook. She also likes to study here, so maybe I should come here more often. “You’re hiring?”

“Yeah, you need a job?”

I pause. Do I? I mean, I know I do, not only to get Jude and Jayden off my ass but also to get some of my own money in my pocket. The only problem is I have no clue how to make coffee.

“Yeah.”

“I heard about the divorce. Sorry, bro.”

“Thanks. But yeah, just something part time.”

“That’s what I’m looking for.”

“I have no coffee-making experience.”

“I can train you.”

“Cool, yeah. Can you work with my hockey schedule?”

He nods. “Of course.”

“Awesome.”

“When can you come in to train? I’m usually here in the mornings.”

“What time?”

“Like four. I know, sucks,” he says when I make a face of disgust, but I know that time will work. I’ll come here, work, and then head to hockey. Yeah, I’m losing two hours of sleep, but it can work.

“Okay, I’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Cool,” he says just as the strum of a guitar catches my attention. Looking at the stage, I see Avery standing there in all her beautiful glory. She’s in a pair of tight jeans and a white tee that hangs off her shoulder. Her hair is in wild curls down her shoulders with a big, floppy black hat on her head. She looks so small in that shirt since it hangs off her so much, and then add in the guitar that looks huge in her small, delicate hands. But she looks so fucking hot, I can’t stand it. It’s like I forgot how attractive she is in the little time we were apart.

She must have felt me staring at her because she looks up, her eyes sparkling underneath all the makeup she is wearing. Her lips are painted a dark red color, and I’m unsure if I can handle how drop-dead gorgeous she looks. As she gives me a sneaky little grin, my lips curve and she looks away, putting her guitar on the stand and heading offstage. I think she is coming to me, but then she goes to the back and I’m confused.

Shouldn’t she be greeting me or something?

Just then my phone dings and I look down to see a text from her.

 

Avery: I would come say hi, but the way you’re looking at me, I’m pretty sure my lipstick would be smeared.

 

Grinning so hard I feel like my face is going to break, I nod as I text her back.

 

Me: You are positively correct. You look super hot.

Avery: …

Me: You beat me.

Avery: Ha. I was studying and caught the first act.

Me: Judging the competition?

Avery: Of course.

Me: That’s my girl.

Avery: Your girl?

Me: What? The memo went out. Did you not get it?

Avery: Um, no, and we might need to discuss that since I don’t date.

Me: You didn’t date, then you met me. Big difference.

Avery: Wow, I’m not sure if I should be impressed by your giant ego or disgusted.

Me: Just admit it, you love it.

Avery: No comment.

 

“Gag,” Markus says from behind me, and I look back at him, grinning.

“Shut it,” I demand before meeting Chase’s gaze. “I’m gonna go get my seat. Thanks, though.”

He smirks. “Of course, enjoy. And please remember this is family establishment.” He gives me a knowing look and I laugh.

“Yeah, sure, with you as the manager? I’m sure you’ve defiled this whole place.”

He shrugs. “I haven’t made it to the couch, though,” he says with a wink and I shake my head.

Chase and I had some fun when we were younger. I think my mom used to call us lady-killers, and she was dead-on. But right now, there is only one lady I want to have a chance at.

Taking my spot in the front, I lean on the table, checking out the scene before pulling out my phone.

“Why are you getting a job? I thought your dad just gave you all that money,” Markus says as he sits next to me.

“He did,” I say simply as I text Jude and Jayden in a group message. “But I want to get Jude and Jayden off my back.”

“Oh, true. You gonna be able to handle it?”

“Yeah. I’ll figure it out.”

“Cool,” he says as I look around. More people have shown up, and the place is pretty packed. That excites me. I want this to go well for Avery; I want her to succeed. Leaning back in my chair, my phones dings with a text message.

 

Me: I got a job.

Jude: Good.

Jayden: Awesome. Where at?

 

Leave it to Jayden to want to know where. Jude doesn’t care as long as I have a job.

 

Me: The coffee shop. Chase Miller owns it.

Jude: No shit. Cool.

Jayden: So you’re a barista?

Me: Yeah.

Jayden: Man, are you sure? You have to think a lot when you do that.

Jude: No shit, and we all know you don’t know how to think without your momma doing it for you.

Me: Fuck off.

 

Rolling my eyes, I turn my phone on silent just as another text comes through.

 

Avery: Texting your girlfriend?

 

I laugh.

 

Me: Stalker.

Avery: Oh…deflecting. Maybe I pegged you wrong. You are a player?

Me: Ha, I’m single and ready to mingle.

Me: But should I be on the lookout for your boyfriend? Don’t want to get into a fight for ogling while you’re onstage.

 

“Why did you invite me if you are gonna text her the whole time when she’s behind that wall?” I look up to see Markus looking bored and little frustrated. “No girls are checking me out here.”

“Aw, do you want a slice of crybaby pie to go along with that whine of yours?”

When he flips me off, I grin and then my phone vibrates. Looking down, I see another text from Avery.

 

Avery: Single also…which means one thing…

Me: We can hook up as much as we want.

Avery: Um. Well. Yeah, but I was going with the fact that I answer to no one.

Me: That too, but the hooking up part is funner.

Avery: Funner is not a word.

Me: It is to me.

Avery: Okay, well you have lots of funner and I’m gonna go put on a show.

Me: Really? Cause I’m here to see some hot chick perform. Maybe you’ve heard of her.

Avery: Shh…can’t swoon when I’m about to sing.

Me: What if I flash you?

Avery: I will cut you.

Me: Show you my nipples, or maybe just one.

Avery: Don’t you dare.

Me: Can’t stop me.

Avery: omg…

 

Laughing, I look up as she walks out, and her face is bright red, matching her lips. Not meeting my gaze, she picks up her guitar and the shop lights lower as a spotlight comes on only her. Tapping her foot onto something, she starts to play without looking up or even introducing herself. But I guess it doesn’t matter because when she starts singing, everyone is watching.

I made sure.

And hell, I’m so impressed. Her voice is so smoky but also so mesmerizing, and her fingers move naturally along the strings of her guitar, the melody matching her voice perfectly. I think I know the song; it’s some stuff that Claire likes by that ginger dude. But I’m thinking Avery could outsing that dude any day of the week. When she starts to bang on the guitar, for drums, I guess, I’m completely imprisoned by her. Then her voice is playing in the background and she is singing, and crap, I feel like I’m spinning, she is so fantastic. Looking at Markus in amazement, I find him rocking out, singing along with her, and I can’t help but smile.

“She’s crazy good, right?” I say and Markus nods in agreement, moving his fist with each note. He thinks he’s the best dancer since Michael Jackson. I try to tell him he isn’t, but he doesn’t listen. But then, I can’t blame him for getting down. I don’t dance, but she is making me want to.

When she finishes with flair, I stand up, clapping loudly and hollering.

Apparently I am the only one who got the memo to do that.

My clap turns to a slow clap as I lower myself into my chair. Markus is laughing his ass off, and when I look up to Avery, she’s grinning, her cheeks still bright red.

“All right, then. Pumped-up crowd tonight,” she says soulfully into the mic. “Well, for those who don’t know my name and are not trying to sleep with me, I’m Avery Rose and I’m here to entertain you. So let’s do this.”

Markus is still laughing, but I don’t care. She’s good! She taps her foot on the ground, and a beat drops and then she is doing this sick-ass cover of “Can’t Feel My Face.” She’s so animated, I mean, fully into the music, and it’s amazing to see. The things she does with the guitar and that thing she keeps hitting with her foot are the tools to her magic, and I’m lucky to be a witness to it.

When her gaze meets mine, singing the chorus, I feel like she is singing just to me. Soon, my mouth is curving in the most sinful way.

Because the lyrics are true.

I can’t go without.

Without her.

When she finishes, again with a flair of her own, I, along with the crowd, erupt. She grins as she reaches for a bottle of water, taking a long pull from it. Putting it down, she moves her fingers along the strings as she comes back to the mic.

“I’m new around these parts,” she says then. “I came all the way from New Jersey to be a part of one of the best music programs in the country, and I’m glad I did.” She pauses as some of the crowd cheers for her. Guess there are a lot of music department folks here, but I don’t notice because all I see is her. “Up north, there isn’t much country, but here, it’s everything. And I think I love it. So let’s change things up, shall we?” Someone in the crowd agrees, but I don’t look to see who it is. “This morning the guy in the front row who is hollering like a madman—” she pauses, sending me a grin, and I let out a whoop that has the crowd laughing “—anyway, he called me June Carter. And because of that, I am inspired to play this.”

Avery then pushes her guitar behind her, taking ahold of the mic. The guitar looks so huge against her back. Some would look dumb, but she looks right at home. And when she hits the thing on the floor and a beat drops, the crowd is silent. Especially when she starts to rap “Ring of Fire” by Johnny Cash.

No shit.

I’m floored.

I’ve never been so impressed in my life.

All because of this small, gorgeous girl.

Who will be mine.

She just doesn’t know it yet.
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Why am I nervous?

I’m never nervous.

What the hell?

Why am I even asking myself that? I know why. It starts and ends with Jace Sinclair. He’s sitting in the front row like he belongs there, and he is cheering me on in the most obnoxious way.

Can I be honest?

I fucking love it.

Like hard-core.

He’s watching me like I’m the only person in the room. Unlike everyone else in the café, he hasn’t looked at his phone, not even once. His gaze has been trained on me, moving his head to the beat and singing along to the songs he knows. It’s amazing and so damn sweet. I know he is here for me. I mean, I knew that before I got here, but I’ve never really had someone who was there for me. To cheer me on. But Jace, he’s that guy tonight, and it makes me feel some kind of way I’m trying to ignore. It’s just so damn hard.

Especially when he stands at the end of every single one of my songs, hollering my name and clapping loudly. Some girls would think he’s just trying to get laid—and he might be—but I don’t want to think that. I want to think he is being genuine, that he is enjoying my music and me. By the looks of him, I truly believe it. But then, is that me being a naïve girl again? I’m unsure, but I don’t want to ruin this by overthinking it. I want to soak it in and enjoy the attention.

It’s nice to feel important for once.

Grinning like a fool, I look down at my loop pedal while I set it for the next song. My playlist for tonight isn’t what I usually play. This is only my fourth show, but tonight is different. I’m pretty upbeat, which I guess is good since it’s not typically how I roll. Usually, I sing sad, depressing music, but tonight, I feel good. I feel happy, excited, and I’m sure I owe that all to him.

The whole day, he’s been a constant presence. Texting and calling me at every turn. I’ve never had someone come at me like he is. It’s kind of intimidating—but in a good way, if that makes sense. I don’t know. It’s never been like this with anyone I’ve dated or slept with. Well, I only dated Caleb and slept with a couple other guys, so I really don’t have a good basis for how this should go. But it just seems different. It’s crazy and I know I need to calm down, but it’s hard to when I look up and my eyes are pulled to him instantly.

“Let’s slow it down,” I say then.

I smile when I’m met with a suggestive “Yeah” from my front-row fan. I look at the next song, fully expecting to play it. Then, I have no clue why, but my fingers are playing a different song. A song I hadn’t planned on playing. I had wanted to play a cover of Taylor Swift, but that’s not what I’m doing. Still holding his gaze, I smile when he realizes what I’m playing. When I start to sing, the color of his eyes darkens, and it takes everything in me to remember the lyrics I wrote.

The lyrics to his song.

The song I have yet to admit is his, but I know the truth.

So does he.

Unable to tear my gaze from him, I play the song from my heart. The same place the song was written from. I love it. It’s probably my favorite song I’ve ever written and not just because it’s a lyrically great song but because of who it’s about. I’ll forever have this song as a reminder of him. Of the way he felt against me and beneath me. Nothing or no one can tear our night away from me because I have it in these lyrics. It’s special.

When I finish the song, the crowd erupts and I’m blown away by that. “Wow, thank you. I wrote that this morning. Still fine-tuning it.”

“It’s perfect,” Jace calls out to me as he claps loudly.

Grinning, I look away bashfully. He’s really making it hard to do this without turning into a puddle of goo.

“Well, thank you very much,” I say roughly into the mic which I notice makes him squirm in his seat. Good. I like that he’s squirming since I’ve been squirming all damn day.

Looking down, I see that I only have time for one more song. It’s insane how quickly my time goes up here. What’s more insane is that a hell of a lot more people are here tonight. Makes me feel really awesome. Like I’m actually succeeding here. Back home, no one ever took the time to listen to me. But here…here, it seems like I have the attention of everyone. I look out into the crowd, and I smile as Jace’s applause comes to an end and he lowers himself back into his chair.

“This is my last song—”

“What? Seriously?” Jace exclaims, and I have to hold back my laughter as Markus smacks him.

“Dude, shut up.”

“Much to his dismay, this is my last song, and I want to thank everyone for taking the time to listen. I have some flyers up here, so if you have time, come get one and check me out. Follow me and all that stuff—”

Before I can finish, though, Jace is up, reaching for the flyers I had made yesterday. Apparently not noticing that I’m looking at him like he is crazy, he begins to pass out flyers to everyone in the coffee shop. Even the people who work here.

“Okay, wow,” I say and Markus laughs, shaking his head as Jace goes to each person. “All right, so thanks again, and I hope you enjoyed my show. I know I have. I thank you and this is my cover of ‘Coffee’ by Miguel.”

I hear some cheer but not loudly. Not like Jace, who is still passing out flyers while fist-pumping to the beat I just hit. I love my loop pedal; this thing is awesome and it really does help make my music a thousand times better. Catching the beat, I start to play, and when I begin to sing, I look up, seeing everyone watching me, moving their heads to the beat and singing along. They seem to love what I’m doing, and I swear, I live for this. Yeah, it’s just a coffee shop on campus, but these people are my peers and they dig me. That’s freaking amazing.

But then my eyes are drawn to his, and I find that he’s standing in the back, his hands in his pockets, free of flyers, with a huge grin on his face. Looking so damn beautiful and big, I have to close my eyes to remember the next verse.

But I feel free.

So damn free.

I don’t know how this happened, how this dude just came barreling into my life like an angry defenseman and took over my heart in one day. One fucking day. Yes, I just used a hockey comparison, but really, he did! It’s mind-blowing and scary as hell. I’m unsure what is going to happen. I mean, it could all go to hell after we actually get to know each other. He could not like me as a person but like sex with me. To be honest, that could easily be the case, and I need to be ready for that.

But that’s hard to think when I open my eyes, and again, they are locked with his. He looks at me like we’ve known each other for years and we are finally realizing we want more. But what the hell is more? Why am I even considering that? That’s the last thing I need or want. I can’t end up like I did last time. I have to take this slow. I have to think it through.

It’s just…it’s hard when all I want to do is do what I’m singing.

Wake up next to him and drink some coffee.

When I finish the set, Jace loses his crap, and everyone joins in, clapping and whistling for me. Pushing my guitar behind me, I feel my face burn as his cheers get louder. I grin, waving before thanking the crowd one more time. The spotlight goes off and the lights turn up. As I bend down to put my guitar in its case, someone says, “Really great set, Avery. Do you have some of your stuff on iTunes?”

Looking up, I see it’s one of the girls in my music theory class. “Hey! Thanks. No, not yet.”

“You should for real put them up. I’d buy ’em.”

When a few people behind her nod, I smile. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

“When’s your next show?”

Standing up, I run my hands down my thighs. “Not sure yet, gotta talk to Chase. I’ll post it on Facebook.”

“Awesome. Thanks.”

I smile as I wave to them, thanking them again, and then I go back to cleaning up.

“Put me to work, rock star. Let me be your roadie.”

Man, his voice gives me the chills. I look up, and his grin hits me straight in the gut as I shake my head. “Are you qualified?”

He shrugs. “I take direction well.”

I give him a smile that he returns with a suggestive wag of his brows and I’m laughing, shaking my head. “You were positively obnoxious.”

He feigns surprise. “Who, me?”

“Yes, you!” I stand up and smack his arm. “You almost made me forget what I was singing.”

He winks. “That was my plan. I should have flashed you, but my pants are kinda tight.”

Dissolving into laughter, I shake my head in disbelief as I point to my loop pedal. “Can you pack that up?” I ask around my laughs.

But his eyes stay locked with mine. “First, let me mess that lipstick up.”

My brows rise. “I might if you do a good job.”

His eyes narrow as I bend down to get a cord to wrap up. “Fine,” he says and then he walks past me, his eyes dancing with mischief. When his hand slides down my ass and between my legs, I squeal, jumping about a foot away from him while he just laughs.

Gasping, I say, “Jace Sinclair!”

“What? What did I do?” he asks innocently as he picks up my pedal and puts it in my backpack. “What is this thing?”

My heart is basically in my throat as I shake my head. “I can record and save beats on it.”

“Cool.”

“Hey, Avery.”

Looking to where my name is being called, I see Todd coming toward me and up the stairs. He performed before me tonight. We have a bunch of the same classes, and he’s a cool dude, I guess. “Hey, Todd. I thought you left.”

“Nope, stayed for your set. Great job.”

“Thanks.”

“We should work on some stuff together, merge our sets together. It would be awesome.”

“For sure.” He does have a great voice and I could definitely grow from working with him.

“So you wanna go out tonight? Drink it up?”

I feel Jace’s gaze on me; it’s like he is staring a hole in the side of my head and I know why. His comment from earlier about me being his girl still has the hairs on my arms standing at attention. Apparently, he wasn’t joking around. Not that I thought he was anyway. He doesn’t seem like one of those guys who just says stuff. He usually means it. I have no intention of blowing him off, though, but I’m not blowing off this opportunity either. “I actually have plans tonight. So, let me get with him, and then I can see you later.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you had a boyfriend,” he says and I quirk my brow.

“I don’t,” I say even though Jace is still staring at me. I mean, he isn’t my boyfriend, so I don’t know why I feel awkward for saying that. It’s the truth. I don’t even want a boyfriend.

Right?

“Oh. Cool.”

“Yeah, see ya, Todd.” I wave as he walks away before I go back to packing up.

“So I have competition? Cool.”

Glancing over at Jace, my lips curve. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

His eyes are playful. “Your fan there, he clearly wants you.”

Laughing, I roll my eyes. “Please, be real.”

“One hundred percent real, right here.”

“Whatever.” I wave him off before I stand.

“Don’t believe me, it’s cool. But I’m not backing down to that dude.”

Narrowing my eyes, I shake my head. “You have nothing to worry about.” He eyes me suspiciously and I roll my eyes again.

“But I’m not your boyfriend,” he supplies, his eyes burning into mine and I nod.

“You’re not.”

“But would a ‘friend’ do this?”

Before I can even move, he reaches out and takes me by the front of my jeans, pulling me to him as his arm snakes around me. I can’t even catch my next breath before his mouth is on mine, devouring me. Just like they did last night, his kisses take me out of this world. My heart speeds up in my chest, my stomach clenches, and everything is hot. So freaking hot. I wrap my arms around his neck and he deepens the kiss, his tongue playing with mine in such a stimulating and fulfilling way.

Leaning me back, he holds me to him as he kisses me. I swear it feels like he is trying to become one with me. Absorb me inside of him. And I don’t think I’d stop him. His kisses are sinful and perfect, and when he pulls away, I go to my toes, pressing my lips back to his, unable to get enough. His fingers dig into my sides, his heart rattling my chest, it’s beating so hard.

“Get a room,” someone calls out. I think it was Markus, and I grin against Jace’s lips as his hands hold my hips tightly.

Opening my eyes, I find that his are still closed, his mouth so close to mine as his nose rubs against mine in the purest way. He is so beautiful with the way his dark lashes touch his cheeks and how hot his lips are against mine. Finally, he opens his eyes and they are so dark, I’d almost argue they aren’t even green. His gaze is intense and hits me straight in the chest. Everything inside me wants to hold on to him and never let go.

Give him all of me.

But whoa, no. Calm down, killer.

This is too intense.

“I’m pretty sure you’re wearing my lipstick now,” I say as I reach up, running my thumb along his lips to wipe it off.

“Good, maybe then that singer guy won’t try to steal ya from me.” He doesn’t even smile. He’s serious and I’m breathless.

Blinking, because what the hell do I say to that, I just look at him. How did this get so intense? Ah, who am I kidding? It was intense the moment I met him.

“Let’s go,” I say, still trying to catch my breath. His hand slides into mine as I pull away, but I don’t get far before his other hand catches my chin.

“You did great, Avery. I’m thoroughly impressed by you.”

A grin pulls at my lips as I lean into his hand. “Well, thank you. It’s easy to say you were my biggest fan.”

He nods, his own lips curving. “That’s my plan.”

He presses his lips to mine softly but only for a second before he reaches for my guitar and looks at me. “Ready?”

No. I’m not. But I don’t tell him that. I can’t.

I mean, how do you tell someone you’re unable to move because you’re trying not to fall like a sack of boulders for them?
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I still haven’t recovered from the moment onstage when Jace kissed me as we head to across campus. Jace, though, he’s great. Animated as all get-out, and even though I’m dealing with my own demons, I can’t help but laugh.

“Like, seriously. I wanted to barf everywhere.”

Laughing, I shake my head as my hand wraps around his thumb, his hand molding around mine. I don’t know why I’m holding his hand. I mean, come on, we aren’t together. But it’s like, any time I’m around him, I have to touch him. It’s hard not to, and he doesn’t make it easy to resist when he’s touching me too. Even if it’s just a brush of his hand or a bump into my shoulder, we somehow end up holding hands.

I know, it’s been maybe twenty-four hours since the first moment I met him, but it’s just so crazy. We are walking, talking about his family so I feel even I know them. He’s so candid, so personable and honest, it’s hard not to fall victim to him. To want to be his.

Oh, Jesus, did I just think that?

I need to stop because I’m pretty sure this is how it was with Caleb. I fell hard and fast and then…

Shaking my head to get rid of the thoughts, I squeeze Jace’s hand, making myself smile as I say, “It couldn’t have been that bad. He just wants to date your mom.”

He gives me a deadpan look. “So I’m guessing your parents are still married?”

I smile. “Yeah.”

“Okay then, you don’t understand the awkwardness of it.” His grin slowly fades as he looks out in front of us. “The split was nasty. My dad is a cheating bastard and my mom is the greatest person in the world, which is why it was so bad. She’s just so good, you know?”

Nodding my head, I look at him. “Yeah, I bet.”

“And so we’ve all been recovering from it, because we were like the perfect family. Yeah, my dad can be a dick sometimes, but we were a unit. He went to all our games, supported us with my mom, and I thought they loved each other. That he loved us enough to be faithful to us, but then it all went to shit.”

“That blows.”

He nods. “Yeah, but like I said, we are trying to find our footing. Because when he left, he left. Took everything. Thankfully, me and my brothers were on full-ride scholarships, so that’s why we were able to come here. But man, he really did a number on us.”

“Wow.” I really don’t know what to say. I can see the pain on Jace’s face and it hurts me. Like, guts me when really it shouldn’t. This isn’t my problem, it’s his, but it feels like my problem. It’s clear he hasn’t gotten over the betrayal of his father or the pain of watching his mother hurt over the whole thing. He’s still hurting. “So is that why you wanted to be a player?”

He laughs, rolling his eyes. “I am a player, thank you.” He just laughs harder when he meets my cynical gaze. Shrugging, he looks away. “I just don’t want to go through what my mom and sister went through. They both were cheated on and hurt bad. I don’t want that.”

“Who does?” I say sullenly, and he nods.

“Exactly, but anyway, it’s been like two years and Mom has been really down, really only living for us. So I guess I should be happy she wants to date.”

“You should. That’s nice.”

“It’s just weird, you know?”

When he looks at me, I smile. “Not really. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m just running my mouth and I don’t know why. I usually don’t talk about this. It’s just…” He trails off and glances at me shyly, which makes me fight back a grin.

“Easy?” I supply and he nods.

“Yeah.” He lets go of my hand to wrap his arm around my shoulders, holding me close. “So, yeah, it was hell when Coach asked, but I guess I should just go with it.”

“How do your brothers feel about it? And your sister…Lucy, was it?”

He nods. “Yeah, youngest of four, and they are cool with it. Want my mom to be happy.”

“That’s really sweet.”

He shrugs. “Yeah, I love my family.”

I could tell that even without his saying it. I’m jealous of his wholehearted love for his family. I wish I had that. I wish I could stand there and just know I love my family and they love me, but I can’t. Usually, when someone loves you, they prove it with their actions and don’t just depend on the three words as enough. With Jace, it’s crystal clear he loves them. No words needed, it’s just there. I wish I had that.

“So you said your mom and dad are still married?”

Looking up at him, I nod. “Yup, and I have two older brothers and a twin brother, but they all treat me like an afterthought.”

His face twists with confusion. “Don’t get along with them, I take it?”

I laugh. “What makes you say that?”

“You might as well have said, ‘I hate them all,’” he laughs and I shrug.

“They aren’t very good to me, I guess,” I say, but then I pause because I’ve already said too much.

“Why’s that?”

See? He wants to know stuff, and I just don’t know how to share it. I never had to because no one ever cared enough to ask. Well, Mekena did, but I just lied to her. Meeting Jace’s gaze, I really don’t think I can lie to him.

“I may be a twin, but I feel like the last priority and not like the baby of the family. Usually, the baby is babied and spoiled. That wasn’t the case for me. I was overlooked almost all the time, and I guess I’m bitter about it.” I look away. “Hockey is and always will be first in my family. It’s all that matters, makes the world turn, and all that shit. Since all three of my brothers play and are great, my parents put all their time into them, and I was just along for the ride. I never really mattered. My dreams didn’t hold a candle to theirs, and when I moved here, they weren’t supportive. They were kind of mean, except my mom. She tries—she does. I love her, truly, I do. She did the best she could, I guess, but still, I feel alone when I’m with them.”

What. The. Hell. Did. I. Just. Do?

Gasping, I look away, sucking in a breath as my eyes widen. I might as well have held up a sign that said, “I have family issues, feel sorry for me!” Jace isn’t saying anything, and I know he is probably taken aback by my blabbering. But I chance a glance anyway, and like I thought, he’s just watching me. Faking a grin, I look away. “Yeah, sorry about that. Whoa, right? Just letting my crazy flag fly.” I laugh with no humor in my voice, moving out of his arms to put some distance between us. Not for me, but for him. To give him an out because I know I just sounded every bit the crazy person I am. “Just listening to you talk about your family, I’m pretty sure you’ve never felt that way a day in your life. So yeah, you have no clue what I’m saying.”

I’m making it worse.

Just shut up!

When he stops, I stop too, meeting his gaze. And I’m confused by the way he’s looking at me. He isn’t looking at me like he pities me. Then he pulls me into a tight hug and I tense up because I don’t want his pity. Yeah, maybe I just word-vomited on him and I really shouldn’t have. But like he said earlier, it’s easy with him. I should want to push him away, but I don’t. Instead, I want to wrap my arms around him. When his lips press to my temple, so soft and sweet, I close my eyes and relax against him, my arms coming up around his waist. I may have been embarrassed and felt like a dumbass, but with his arms around me, his lips on me, I don’t feel like that anymore.

I feel good.

I feel normal.

“They suck not to realize how important you are and how awesome your dreams are. I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not apologizing for them. It’s their loss.”

My mouth pulls at the side as I nuzzle deeper in his arms. “Thanks.”

Pulling away, he kisses my nose and then we are walking again. “So, they all play?”

I scoff. “Of course, you’re gonna go back to that.”

He shoots me a grin. “You said hockey and they are good. Of course, I’m gonna ask.”

I roll my eyes as I lean into him. I really don’t want to talk about my brothers, but I should have known he’d ask. My heart speeds up in my chest and I’m unsure if it’s because we are talking about my family, or if it’s because I’m about to go on another date with this guy.

“Avery?”

“Oh, sorry. Yeah, they are good. We were all in skates the moment we could walk.”

“So you play?”

“God, no. I suck and can’t skate very well.”

He smiles. “I’ll teach you.”

“I’m good.”

When we turn the corner, I should have known his special place was the ice rink.

It is a short walk to the rink, and as soon as we walk in, I look over at him. “I should have known.”

“Yeah,” he agrees, taking my hand and leading me through the lobby.

“We aren’t skating, are we?”

He shakes his head as he goes through the doors that lead into the actual rink. “No.”

Thank God.

I may come from a very hockey-driven family, but this girl does not skate. I like my feet on the ground, thank you very much. Following behind him around the rink, I notice someone is on the ice, shooting a bucket of pucks, but I’m too taken with all the banners hanging from the rafters. Bellevue is new in the hockey world, but it’s hard not to know they are a force to be reckoned with. The guys who come out of this school go into the NHL. I had even told Matty that, but he was hell-bent on going to Boston.

As I look around at each banner, I see one with his name in the middle of it. Above it, it reads Leading Scorer along with the number of goals he scored and last year’s date.

“So you’re badass?” I say, cocking my head to the banner.

He grins back at me at me proudly. “Um, yeah. The best. Didn’t I tell you that?”

“A few times.”

He laughs. “I got hurt last year and still had the most goals of the team. I’m a sniper.”

I raise a brow, hiding how impressed I am by the fact he scored sixty-two goals, as it says on the banner. I may not like the sport, but I know it inside and out. I’ve never met anyone who has scored that many goals in a season. “Is that right?”

“You know it, baby.”

“Dork,” I say, leaning into him. “Is that why you didn’t go into the draft?”

He nods. “Yeah, broke my clavicle from a hit I took trying to protect that woman right there,” he says, pointing before pulling open the rink door. “Hey, Moore! You playing by yourself ’cause that’s the only way you can score?”

I’m completely confused until the person on the ice pulls off their helmet and a bunch of blondish brown hair falls to her shoulders. Shocked, I watch as the gorgeous girl with bright red lips glares over at Jace.

“Dude, please. I can skate circles around you, and I have.”

He holds a finger up, pointing to his banner. “Um, see my banner? It’s new,” he adds with a boyish grin.

“Did your mommy sew it for you?”

He glares. “Don’t talk about my momma.”

“What, you gonna tell her? Be a crybaby?” she calls at him as she skates over.

“Shut it,” he yells at her as they hug. “What are you doing?”

“Baking a cake, dumbass,” she yells and I giggle as he waves her off.

“No, jerk. I mean, like, why are you here? Where’s your husband?”

“I’m mad at him, and I am mad at my dad. So I came to blow off steam. What are you doing?” she asks and then her gaze falls on me. Her brow rises. “Don’t deface our rink, Jace. It’s tacky.”

When he punches her shoulder and she smacks him back, I have no clue what’s going on. Are they friends? Enemies? Looking back at me, Jace says, “This hostile brat is my sister-in-law, Baylor. She’s married to my brother Jayden. Hostile brat, this is my friend, Avery.”

She smiles. “Hey, don’t take offense to my comment. I just like messing with him.”

“It’s fine,” I say, waving her off. “But I’m confused. I thought you called her Moore?”

“Yeah, she’s dumb and didn’t take our name,” he accuses and she laughs.

“Um, no, it’s Moore-Sinclair, hyphenated, and we did that so there is no confusion on the ice.”

Then it clicks. “Baylor Moore, first woman in the NHL.”

She grins. “In the flesh. So you know hockey?”

“Just a bit,” I say with a grin and I kind of feel honored to meet her. It was a huge deal when she was drafted last year. My whole family was there since Laurence was in the draft. Come to think of it, I remember seeing Jayden go first.

Small world.

“Cool. About time you got with someone who isn’t a ho.”

“Are you talking about your best friend?”

Baylor laughs as she nods. “Ha! I’m so telling her you said that.”

“You’re the one who said it,” he challenges as he laughs. “But whatever. Okay, I’ll let you get back to being a hostile brat.” Jace laces his fingers with mine. “We have a special place to go.”

Her lips quirk at the side. “The special place?”

“Well, yeah. It’s a Sinclair honey hole.”

She rolls her eyes. “You guys are losers. It was nice meeting you, Avery. Love you, Jace.”

“You too,” I say as he starts to pull me away.

“Love you,” he calls as he slams the door shut and then waves. Taking my hand, he heads toward some stairs and then we are climbing. He’s taking them two at a time, and I struggle to keep up. “She’s a pain in my ass.”

“She’s nice.”

“Ha. Nice is not in Baylor’s vocab, but she’s mine, so we deal.”

He’s full of it and I know it, but I don’t comment as we climb. Finally, he pauses in front of a door and turns to me. “Hold on.”

“What?” I ask, shivering from the bitterness of the air.

He grins. “Give me two seconds.”

Before I can protest, he turns and heads inside the room, shutting the door behind him. Turning, I look out at the rink as Baylor skates around and plays with the puck. I can still remember how my brothers threw a fit she was drafted before Laurence. While she went straight into the NHL, Laurence didn’t get drafted and decided to finish school because of it. The guys in my family don’t do rejection well, but Laurence was never as good as Seth or Matty. But he plans to finish college and then go back to the farm team. If they’ll take him. But knowing my dad, they will.

When the door opens behind me, I turn to find Jace grinning at me, beckoning me to come in.

And when I do, I gasp.

The room is completely dark except for the many candles flickering around the room. On the floor is a pallet of blankets and pillows, with a tray of snacks and two bottles of soda next to it. I look at him and he’s watching me, his eyes dark as I stare at him in complete puzzlement.

Because I know now this guy is not going to make it easy.

Not even a little bit.
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“So this is my favorite spot, and let me show you why.”

Jace takes my hand, pulling me to the ledge where you can see the whole ice and the arena around it, then pointing down at it. “In about ten minutes, the Zamboni will go for about a half an hour. I love the sound of the Zamboni. I usually just lie here and listen to it. Or if I’m studying, it calms me. Then,” he says, pulling back to where the blankets are. He points to the ceiling, and I look up to see only glass and the black night sky looking back at me. The moon is full tonight and bright, the stars shining in all their glory.

It’s beautiful.

“So I lie here, looking at the sky, and listen to the Zamboni. I usually fall asleep here. Mike, the ice guy, has found me plenty of times,” he laughs as he lowers himself onto the blankets, kicking off his sneakers. “Wanna sit with me? Or you got plans with Totally Lame Todd?”

I roll my eyes as I kick off my flats and sit down next to him. Baylor is still slamming pucks into the goal, the cracking sound of her stick filling the room as I turn onto my belly, reaching for a slice of cheese from the spread. “The only lame guy I’m digging is Lame Line Larry.”

Fist-pumping, he yells out, “Yeah!”

Giggling, I throw the cheese in my mouth. “Pepperonis and cheese? Someone was stalking my Facebook.”

“I call it research,” he says, handing me my favorite, Cherry Coke.

“I call it creeping,” I tease as I pop another piece of cheese into my mouth.

“So you can honestly say you weren’t creeping my Facebook?”

Hiding my grin, I take a long pull of Coke and shrug. “I don’t creep.”

His laughter runs down my spine as he lies on his back against the pillows, looking up at the sky. Watching him, I’m overwhelmed by how fascinating his face is. I’m not an art major, but I did take Art One and Two in high school, and I’m pretty sure his face fits perfectly in the golden ratio of ideal facial proportions and symmetry. One really corny teenager…not me, of course…could say he was who da Vinci was searching for.

My very own da Vinci code…

Man, I’m pathetic.

But really, his lips are so thick and plump. His jaw, perfection. And even with the scar on it, it’s delectable. Devastating, really. “You’re, like, hot. You know that?”

His face breaks into a grin before he turns to look at me. His eyes go half-lidded as he looks at me. “I think the same about you.”

But I shake my head. “No, really. Like, you’re hot. No wonder you thought you could play the player game.”

His laughter bubbles in his throat as he shakes his head. Redness creeps up his throat, his cheeks. “You’re insane.”

“Aw, you’re blushing,” I tease, leaning into him, but soon I’m not laughing.

Because, crap, he’s quick. His face in front of mine, his lips brushing against mine. I close my eyes, ready to kiss him, but then he is grasping my face, his thumb running along my jaw, and I’m breathless. I’m unable to form my next breath or even a thought as his eyes bore into mine.

“Wanna know why?” he whispers, his mouth moving against mine.

But I can only blink as my heart pounds against my ribs. He is just so gorgeous when he’s being all intense. Goodness gracious, where the hell did this guy come from? “Sorry, what? I’m taken by your hotness right now.”

He presses his lips together and then he is fighting back the laughter that is building in his chest. Letting me go, he falls back against the pillows, his body shaking with hilarity, and all I can do is watch. I don’t know if it’s the ambiance of what he has put together or the fact that no one has ever done anything like this for me or both, but this has me feeling like I’m on cloud nine. It’s crazy and insane, but man, it feels good.

Is this what falling in love feels like?

Why did I ask that?

As his laughter subsides, I take a pepperoni, popping it in my mouth to keep from overanalyzing that thought as he looks over at me. His eyes are dancing with amusement—but also lust—as they drink me in.

“I only see you.”

I sniff. “Well, I’d hope so since I’m the only one here, and there isn’t a mirror for you to gawk at your hotness in. Do you do that? Like, drink yourself in?”

Rolling his eyes, he chuckles. “Brat.” The grin on his face is beautiful as he rolls to his side, sliding his hand along my arm and then into my hand. “So anyway…” he starts and I grin.

“Tired of me yet?”

“Never.”

My grin grows as our fingers lace together, but then his phone sounds and he reaches down, pulling it out of his pocket. “Sorry, I forgot to turn it off.”

“It’s fine,” I say as he goes to shut it off, but then something must have caught his attention because he pauses, looking at the screen. His brows pull together as his lip comes between his teeth. “Everything okay?”

He nods. “It’s my dad.”

Oh. Okay, not that I thought it was some other girl and was insanely jealous or anything. That’s not me. Duh.

“He’s always calling and texting me now. I’m the only one who talks to him.”

“Why is that?”

He shrugs. “He’s my dad and I guess I still want him to be. But then I can’t let go of what he did to my mom.”

“Understandable.”

“But he gave me a whole bunch of money the other day, and he’s asking to come to my games and for me to go to dinner with him and his ho. I don’t know how to say no without being a dick. Because I did take his money.”

“Hm. Sounds like a pickle.” I know it’s not my place, but I want to help. “Maybe don’t take the money until you’re ready to forgive him?”

“I won’t forgive him, but I need the money. I hate not having money.”

I laugh. “So does everyone else in the world.”

He looks over at me, sliding his phone into his pocket before grinning. “I come from money, and I’m used to having it.”

I snort. “You sound like a spoiled brat.”

“Maybe,” he says with a nod. “But that all changed when he left and we weren’t living as comfortably as we were. Now he’s trying to buy my love, and I figure, why not?”

“But if it were that easy, you wouldn’t feel bad about it.”

He nods. “You’re right.”

“’Cause of your mom?”

“Exactly, and my brothers and sister.”

“Then don’t do it anymore,” I say simply and he grins over at me.

“It’s hard not to.”

“I understand that, but you have to remember what is more important.”

“My mom and siblings,” he says immediately even though I didn’t phrase it as a question.

“Then you have your answer,” I say and he nods.

“You’re right.”

I smile in agreement as I lay my head down, looking at him. Baylor must have finished because I don’t hear anything below us. It’s really peaceful up here and I can understand why he likes it. It’s nice. Not too cold and really relaxing. It is the honey hole, for sure. Moving my finger along his thumb, I feel so comfortable, so good, and soon I’m searching my brain for the last time I felt like this.

“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.”

His request brings me back to reality as I look up at him. My brows come together before I look away from his smiling face to stare at our entwined hands. There is plenty I’ve never told anyone, but I can’t share that with him. He wouldn’t understand, and he’d probably run for the hills, taking the cheese and pepperoni with him. No matter how easy it feels, how comfortable I feel under his gaze, I know I can’t share that.

“You first.”

He smirks. “You don’t know how deep to go, huh?”

“You got me,” I say with a shrug and his lips curve.

“Okay, um, I’ve never been in love.”

My face scrunches up. “What? Seriously?”

“Nope, never. Well, I mean, I’ve been in a very long relationship with hockey—”

“Gag,” I moan and he laughs. “No, really, you had to have had a little high school thing with someone.”

“No, I was so busy with travel hockey, and most of the time I slept through school. I mean, I was sleeping with this girl, Molly Collins, who was in love with me and did my homework for me so that I’d pass, but it was never more than that. I never led her on, though,” he insists, probably because my face is indicating that he is a dick. “I never said I loved her. But we had fun, went to prom and all that jazz. I haven’t seen her in a couple years. She’s touring England right now.”

“Oh, well, that’s cool, I guess.”

He laughs. “Really, she knew the deal. When we graduated, she asked if I wanted more. I said no, and she said fine and left. No hard feelings. She likes all my Facebook stuff when I post.”

That makes me laugh as I lie on my hands, our gazes still locked. “Then, yeah, you’re good. She won’t come back to kill you.”

“Thank God.”

Grinning, I confess, “I never went to prom.”

His brows shoot to where the beanie on his head sits as he gasps, “Really?”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“No one asked.”

“That’s unacceptable.”

I laugh. “Well, it’s true.”

“I would have asked.”

“And I would have said yes,” I say automatically, which makes his lips curve in a sinful grin.

“But you wouldn’t have dated me, huh?”

This time, I’m grinning. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“But not now?” His eyes are challenging and I don’t want to give in, but he is making it hard.

“One, you haven’t asked, and two, you have to get why I don’t want to date anyone. It’s just messy, and you of all people should understand that.”

He nods. “I do, and that’s why I didn’t want to get involved with anyone either. But that’s changed now.”

“We’ve known each other a day, Jace. Calm your tits.”

“They can’t be tamed around you,” he teases, pulling my hand so I come falling onto his chest. Framing my face with his hands, he moves his nose down my face. “Want me to ask you to date me?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“’Cause I don’t want to say no to you.”

“Then don’t.”

He says it so simply, like it’s not a big deal for this to go down. He doesn’t understand what could happen. He’s never been in love. Never had his heart shattered and his world demolished. He doesn’t know the real pain that can come.

“I’m not asking for forever, Avery. I see those wheels turning in that head of yours. I just want to date you—don’t overthink this.”

I eye him skeptically, moving my finger along his jaw. “So you don’t want me to be ‘your girl,’ as you called me earlier?”

His face breaks into a grin as his brows rise, his eyes locking on to mine. “That’s dating.”

“Um, no. That’s the girlfriend/boyfriend zone.”

His grin falls, and this time, he’s the one with the wheels turning. “Hm. So what’s dating?”

Rolling my eyes, I smile. “Hanging out, but we do what we want.”

“What’s the level between that and the girlfriend/boyfriend zone?”

“I have no clue. I don’t think there is one.”

He shrugs. “We’ll make one. Call it Javery.”

“Javery?”

“Yeah, it’s where we hang out but we don’t hook up with anyone else, just each other, unless the other person is cool with it.”

I laugh. “So you can honestly say you’re gonna be fine with me hooking up with someone else?”

He frowns. “Hell no, and don’t act like you’d be cool with me fucking someone else either.”

Dropping my face to his chest, I shake my head because he’s right. I’d freak if he got with someone else. I don’t know why since he isn’t mine, but it would hurt if he did. I don’t want to tell him that, so instead, I say, “You’re crazy.”

Wrapping his arms around my back, he holds me, kissing my head. He keeps holding on to me for a second, and we just lie there as the sounds of the Zamboni start. Letting out a long breath, I relax against Jace and I can hear his heart, steady and strong. It’s obvious what’s happening between us, and I know I shouldn’t fight it, but it scares me. I don’t want to get hurt. I don’t want to forget my main goal, and I feel that can happen if I give in to these developing feelings.

“I’ve been in love before, Jace,” I whisper then and his arms tighten around me. I really don’t know why I said that, but I feel like I owe him a reason for not wanting what he wants. If he had his way, he’d tattoo his name on my neck and keep me as his; I can see it in his eyes. But I remember Caleb looking at me like that too. I remember him telling me we were going to be together for the rest of our lives. But then one day, it was like a switch and he was over me. Things change, people change, and people get hurt in the end. Lived it, almost didn’t survive it, and it scares me to try again. I want to say it’s just my need to make my dreams come true, but it’s more than that. Not only do I want to prove that I am important, that my life is worth living, but I never want to give anyone the chance to hurt me again. Though, I feel like I’m slowly letting that go for Jace, and I feel stupid for that.

Didn’t I learn the first time?

As I bite into my lip to keep the tears at bay because I just don’t know what to do, he says into my hair, “It didn’t end well, I’m guessing?”

“Not even kinda,” I say as the tears threaten to fall. “And I can’t do all that again.”

His heart picks up in cadence in his chest, and my eyes fall shut from the swooshing sound. He says his favorite sound is the sounds of the Zamboni, but if he heard what I did, the strong sounds of his heart beating, he’d choose that as his favorite sound. It’s becoming mine.

“I don’t know the dude, and I don’t ever want to meet him because I might kill him for hurting you. But it isn’t fair to assume that I’ll do what he did. I’m not a bad dude. What you see is what you get. I love my family, I love hockey, and I love my friends. I’m loyal as shit, and I don’t ever want to hurt someone the way my mom and sister got hurt. I get you, and I understand. But why let go of what this is, whatever it is, you know? Give me a chance.”

Closing my eyes, I nuzzle my nose into his chest as my heart jumps into my throat. Didn’t I say I want to feel alive? I want to live? I know I did, and when I’m with this guy, I feel that way. I’ve never felt more important than I do under his gaze. Is it what I was looking for? No. I wanted fun and sex. I wanted to get by until my dreams came true, but that might not be the case anymore.

I might want more.

“Fine, how about Javery is just us being us and not labeling anything?” I whisper before looking up at him. He doesn’t like it, I can tell. He wants it all, and I really don’t know if I can give him that. I’m pretty sure giving him everything would involve me opening up about things I never want to share with anyone. I just don’t think I can do that. “I, too, am very loyal and I would never want to hurt anyone I respect. And I respect you, Jace, but I’m not ready to hand you my heart. It’s only day one, you know? And we could hate each other come Friday.”

That makes him smile as he shakes his head. “We won’t.”

“Can’t promise things like that.”

“Yeah, I can. I will.” His words vibrate in my soul as he cups my face. “But it’s cool. Your version of Javery, I can do that.”

Grinning, I inch myself up his body until my chin is touching his. “You know, I’m pretty sure Javery involves lots of sex.”

Smiling back at me, he brings his hands to my ass before he squeezes, hard. “Would you believe me if I said, as long as you’re smiling like that at me, I don’t need sex?”

I shrug, going with aloofness, because I’m two seconds from falling and not worrying about what could happen. I’ve always been a hopeless romantic, always loved the thought of love at first sight. I blame that trait for the reason I fell so damn hard for Caleb, but I said I would never do that again. I promised myself, but I am apparently forgetting that as I stare into his eyes.

But I can’t.

I can’t make those mistakes again.

Shaking my head, I push my heart back into my chest and smile. “I mean, I could believe it because you’re corny as hell, but I hope that doesn’t mean you don’t want me anymore.” I straddle him then, my center coming down on a very hard and thick Jace. I lean down on my elbows, and his eyes darken as I whisper, “That could put a damper on our Javery, because I still want you. Bad.”

Biting into his lip, he clenches his jaw as his eyes burn into mine. His hands tighten around my waist before he reaches up, throwing my hat off my head and cupping the back of my neck, bringing me down to him. When I’m only a breath away from his lips, he whispers, “Oh, baby, I want you. Trust and believe that.”

Oh, be still my heart. But how could I even ask it to when his eyes are trained on mine like that. Like I’m unrivaled to anyone else in the world. Like he only sees me. There aren’t enough words in the dictionary for me to explain how that makes me feel.

I nip at his bottom lip. “Then what are you waiting for?”

His lips curve as he moves his nose along mine, his fingers threading in my hair. “Just one thing.”

“Yeah?” I say, my breathing picking up as I rub against him, wanting him so badly I can’t see straight. Groaning against my lips, he squeezes his arms around me so tightly it’s hard to breathe as he holds my gaze.

Licking his lips, he breathes, “For you admit that the song is about me.”

Pausing, I let my head fall to the side as his lips turn up. “Why?”

“I just need to know the truth,” he says, his lips running along mine.

I take his bottom lip in between my teeth, and he hisses a breath as I sink my teeth into it. I let go of his mouth before running my tongue along his lip, trying to decide how I want to proceed with this. I could drag it out, but why? We both know the truth and I want him. Badly.

“Yeah, it is.”

He smiles triumphantly. “Have you ever written about anyone before?”

“Like that? No.”

Framing my face, he presses his nose to mine. “And you never will again.”

Before I can comment or even think of what to say, his mouth is moving against mine. Soon, nothing else matters but his mouth on mine and being completely consumed by him. I crave him, want him, and nothing can stop what is going to happen.

But as he rolls us over, him on top, his body pressing into mine ever so perfectly, his words ring in my head.

And you never will again.

He said it as a promise.

A promise he believes will never be broken.

And I believe him.

Because I’m pretty sure I’ll never feel like this again.
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Avery said I might not like her by the end of the week.

But she was dead wrong.

Because it’s been two weeks since that moment at the rink, and I’m in deep.

Which I know is insane, especially with how crazy busy I’ve been. When I’m not with her, I’m at the coffee shop or at practice. My life, which used to revolve only around hockey, now revolves around her. We do everything together. For someone who doesn’t want to label anything, she seems to be really into me. I walk her to her classes, we have lunch at the quad or the coffee shop, and at night, we are together. And yes, I mean together. Our sex is just as hot as it was the first time, and at times, I can’t get enough. I swear, I have had more sex in the last two weeks than I have in my whole life. It’s freaking great, really. She’s great, and when we aren’t together, we are texting constantly. I don’t even know how I get through practice or how she practices her music, we are talking so much.

I don’t know, it’s ridiculous. But all I do know is I wake up in the morning thinking of her, and when I go to bed, I’m still thinking of her. It’s scary, like, really scary because, at any moment, she could decide she doesn’t want to do this anymore. And then I’ll be there, alone. It’s kind of pathetic to think about. That I’ve molded my life around her and her interests from just two weeks of knowing her, but I have. What I used to use as extra ice time, I now use to hang with her or even listen to her sing at the coffee shop.

And man, she’s getting so popular on campus. People love her music, and I couldn’t be prouder. I’m pretty sure that’s the way it’s supposed to be. I’m supposed to support her unconditionally and be proud. I mean, Jude supports Claire to the ends of the earth, and Jayden, too. He’d rather Baylor live her dreams than him. Both my sisters-in-law feel the same about my brothers, which is awesome. But I can’t forget Avery hasn’t been to even one of my practices, and every time I bring up my games, she never says she wants to come.

It’s stuff like that that fucks with me because I’m in, but I feel like she isn’t sometimes. Or maybe I’m just overthinking it. In every other aspect, she’s in it to win it; I feel it. But when it comes to supporting me athletically, she’s lacking. Then again, she hasn’t made it a secret she doesn’t care for the sport, and I respect that. But she wouldn’t be there for the hockey—she’d be there for me.

I sound like a fucking girl.

Running my hands down my face, I sit up and stretch my arms over my head. I had to take a nap today. I stayed up late at a gig with Avery downtown—that she did awesome at—and we had an even later night in bed before I had to work this morning at the coffee shop. Then I hit the ice with my team. I’m worn out, so a power nap was needed since tonight the boys and I are hitting the Gilroy for karaoke night.

But, as always, Avery is the first thing I think of.

Reaching for my phone, I send her a quick text.

 

Me: Just woke up. What are you doing?

Avery: Dying in this music theory class. Wish I was with you tho.

Me: Me too.

Avery: Give me about twenty minutes and I could be.

Me: Promise?

Avery: Yeah, I’ll come to you. If you aren’t busy. Not sure if you’re still a one-woman kinda guy or if you’re ready for that player game.

 

I smirk as I lean back against my pillows.

 

Me: I’m pretty sure I’ve made it well known that I’m a one-woman guy, but someone is dragging their feet on the commitment. Not naming names. coughAVERYcough.

Avery: Well maybe, coughAVERYcough likes Javery the way it is?

Me: Then don’t assume I want the game when I’m wanting more from you.

Avery: Jesus, that got deep quick.

Me: You started it.

Avery: Touché. Can we pause and carry on when I get there?

Me: Only if you come out with me tonight.

Avery: I already have you penciled in.

Me: Good, you like karaoke?

Avery: Kinda. I mean, I do like to sing a bit.

Me: Yeah, just a little, huh?

Avery: Yeah, and you know I can carry a tune, but can you?

Me: Duh, I’m amazing.

Avery: Of course, you are. You’re amazing at life.

Me: Preach it, baby.

Avery: Okay, so…I’ll see you soon?

Me: Yeah, I’m counting the seconds.

Avery: …

Avery: You’re corny as hell.

Me: But yet, you still swoon over me.

Avery: Every day.

 

Grinning at that, I click off my messages and check my Facebook.

I want to say I’m cool with Javery, as we’ve been calling it, but I want more. I want to be able to say she’s mine without her giving me that look. That “don’t label us” look. I kind of hate that look. A lot. But I can’t make her feel what I feel. I can’t rush her into this, I know that. But still, I want more. I want all of her, but it’s obvious she’s holding back. I’m pretty sure it has to do with that douche who hurt her. I get it, heartbreak sucks—I’ve been witness to it. But I don’t know how to be patient.

I’ve never been one of those guys who sits back and waits. I’m an all-in kind of person; I fight for what I want. Work for it. And I feel like I’m putting in extra hours with this girl and only getting half of her. Sometimes I think, why am I even doing that? I could have anyone I want. Or at least, I think I could, but I’m putting all my eggs in Avery’s basket, hoping she’ll feel it too.

It feels right, though.

And I can’t fight that. I’d be stupid to, but something’s got to give.

I’ve got to know she feels the same.

When my phone rings, I realize I wasn’t really looking at Facebook because I don’t even answer the phone right away. I’m too consumed by my feelings for her. By my confusion and uncertainty.

Shit, it’s my dad.

“Hey.”

“Hey, are you in class?”

“No, just woke up. Had to work early.”

He pauses. “You’re working?”

“Yeah, at the coffee shop.”

“Why?” he asks, and I can tell he’s confused. “Do you need more money?”

“No,” I say quickly. “I’m just bored.”

“So focus on hockey. You don’t need to work. I’ll support you.”

“I know, but I need to—”

“You’ve been talking to your brothers, I’m guessing, and they are the ones pushing this?”

“No,” I say even though they kind of are, but I agree with them. I’m not a spoiled brat anymore—I’m a man. Or at least, a man-child who is too insanely spoiled by my mommy. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone else. “I like it.”

“You like it?”

“Yeah.”

“Your main goal is the NHL. Focus on that. Don’t let your brothers outdo you.”

I pause, pressing my lips together. This isn’t a competition with Jude and Jayden. No one is better than anyone. Yeah, we tease and pick at each other, but we just want each other to live our dreams. My dad, he doesn’t get that. He’s mad they don’t want anything to do with him, but that’s not my problem. It’s his. “I’m good.”

“Okay, fine,” he barks, and I don’t miss the frustration in his voice. “Just quit the damn job, okay? I’ll give you whatever you want.”

I don’t know why, but I don’t trust him.

Maybe it has to do with the fact he’s a cheating whore who lied to us all?

Not sure, but I just shrug. “Sure.”

But I’m not quitting. I do like it. It’s fun, and Chase is a cool dude to work for. I like that the money I make goes to whatever the hell I want it to, and I don’t feel bad that it’s someone else’s money. Plus, I get to see Avery perform all the time and she comes in and hangs often. It works for me. I didn’t think it would, but it just does.

“Okay, good. Now, the reason I’m calling…” he says and I hear as he shuffles through papers. “I sent that demo you sent me to Stu Waters, my buddy who I do work with. He needs her number. You didn’t give that to me.”

“Oh, here,” I say, spitting out Avery’s number. When Avery burned her demos to sell at her gigs, I snatched one up and gave it to my dad. I know he has connections in the music industry, and anything to help Avery further her career, I’m doing. Especially when I—or really, my dad—have the connections he does. I want to help. She’s doing everything she can, and I want her to succeed just as much as she does. Just last night, we celebrated the fact she was hired as an intern at Empress Records. She doesn’t start that until January, but we are both so excited. She got her foot in the door, but this could help even more. Stu is a cool dude.

“Cool, I’ll get this over to him. He liked her, wants to talk to her.”

“Awesome,” I say with a grin. “Did you listen to it?”

“I did. She’s good.”

“She is. Amazing.”

“Well, be smart. Don’t get involved with someone when you have things to do.”

Yeah, little too late there, Dad, I think as I nod. “I hear ya.”

“Okay, well, I’ll get this to Stu, and I’ll see you Friday?

I pause. Shit, I was hoping he forgot. “You’re coming?”

“I told you I would.”

“Oh, okay.”

“It’s gonna be fine. Relax. Have you talked to Ralph?”

“Yeah, I have an interview with the Wings organization next week.”

“That’s good. Are they coming to the game?”

“Yeah, and someone from the Sabres and the ’Canes.”

“Wow, Ralph is getting it done.”

“Yeah, I’m happy.”

I really am. Things are going great. People want to watch me play, and I guess somewhere deep inside, I had been nervous about that. After my injury last year, I worried everyone would write me off, but they haven’t. Their interest is still as strong as it was last year. I’m excited. I’m ready.

“Good. All right, I’ll see you in a couple days.”

That doesn’t feel right, but I nod. “All right, talk to you later.”

I hang up and lean back, sucking in a deep breath. Man, why do I feel so guilty? Fuck. Rolling to my side, I kick the blankets off and look at my phone. I should call my mom, tell her that he is coming, but I can’t handle the distress in her voice. I don’t want to upset her. But wouldn’t it be worse if he just showed up and no one knew? I guess I could call Jude, but he would be livid with me. So would Jayden. Fuck me.

I need to tell someone, though, and Avery’s in class.

I hit my sister’s name on my phone, and she answers after the first ring.

“No shit, I was just about to call you.”

I smile. “Miss your baby brother?”

“Hardly,” she laughs and I grin. “Listen, I need a huge favor.”

“Yeah?”

“Come get Angie for me. I have a meeting, and she’s out of school today for some teacher day or some shit. I didn’t know, and Mom is at work and I planned this and I need—”

“No problem,” I say, cutting her off. “What time?”

“I love you, I do. And believe me, you’re my favorite.”

I grin. “Duh, I’m the best.”

“Whoa, calm down. Can you get here by one?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Cool… But what did you need? You called me.”

I pause, biting my lip. “Can I ask you something, and you promise you won’t rip me a new one?”

She scoffs. “No, I cannot.”

“Asshole.”

“Brat. What is it?”

“Dad called me.”

“Ah fuck, Jace. What did he want?”

I close my eyes, biting the inside of my lip. “He’s coming to the game.”

When she groans, I squeeze my eyes closed tighter. Lucy isn’t one to hide her feelings. That chick wears them like armor, and everyone knows what she is feeling at all times. But there is something about hearing it in her voice that really hits me in the gut. “Jace, that’s gonna be bad. Especially when Jude is coming in for the game. Really?”

“I couldn’t say no.”

“Why? It’s easy, you open your—”

“Yeah, smartass, but he’s been giving me money,” I admit. And wow, aren’t I a Chatty Cathy today.

“You little shit,” she groans. “Are you serious? Don’t you know he is doing this to trap you? He doesn’t do it ’cause he loves you. He doesn’t know how to love, Jace.”

Did I mention that everyone hates my dad? I think I did. “I know, but I needed it.”

“Man, I am speechless. Jude and Jayden are gonna skin you, and I’m just gonna stand there, holding the knives.”

“Lucy! Five minutes ago, I was your favorite. Plus, I’m watching your kid.”

She pauses. “And you’re the best for that. But really, dude? Come on.”

“I hear you. Tell me what to do. Should I tell Mom? Jude and Jayden?”

“Um, no. You are insane!”

“Then what do I do?”

“You test my patience, I swear. I’ll do it.”

“What?”

“You’re watching my kid. I’ll tell them.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but I’m not paying you for watching her, for one. And two, you owe me another day.”

Relief floods me, but then it’s followed by a bit of guilt. I did this. Shouldn’t I handle it? “I love you, Luce.”

“You better. But don’t worry, Mom will handle it fine. But Jude and Jayden, woo…that’s gonna be bad.”

“Thanks, really. And I’ll see you in a bit,” I say just as the door opens and Avery pops her head in. Flashing me a quirky grin, she shuts the door, dropping her bag before coming over to the bed as my lips turn up. She looks hot in a pair of jeans and a rocker tee that hangs off her shoulder. There is something about that shoulder that gets me every time. It’s so hot. She’s so hot.

“Okay, I would thank you, but I’m pretty sure I’m helping you more than you are me,” Lucy says.

Climbing the ladder to my bed, Avery crawls over to me, lying on top of me with her chin in the middle of my chest. “You’re right. I love you.”

“Love you more, dumbass.”

Hanging up, I lean down, framing Avery’s face with my hands before kissing her hard against her lips. “Hey, you.”

“Hey,” she says against my lips. “Your girlfriend?”

I chuckle, as she does this a lot. “Jealous Jenna,” I tease and she grins. “My sister. The only girlfriend I have doesn’t like labels.”

Rolling her eyes, she groans, “Jeez, I just walked in, and we are doing this now?”

“Yup, I’m unpausing now.”

“But I want to cuddle,” she complains, squeezing me before she nuzzles her nose against my neck. “Talk later, cuddle now.”

I let out a breath with an eye-roll. “You need to work on your communication skills.”

She gives me a cheeky grin before pressing her lips against mine. Melting against her, I feel like a weak ass. She knows exactly what to do to get my mind off anything else. Her lips are magic like that; I just wish she’d use them to talk instead of driving me wild with lust. Dropping her legs to the sides of my hips, she straddles me in the most delicious way. My fingers bite into her shoulders as she moves against me. I’m hard instantly, and fuck, I want her.

But really, when is there a time I don’t want her? This girl is wild, and sex with her is the best thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. There isn’t a moment I don’t want her or crave her. But I know if I let this go too far, I won’t make it in time to get Angie.

Pulling away, I wrap my arms around her neck, holding her close, her nose pressing into mine.

“I can’t do this right now.”

Her brow quirks. “No?”

“Nope, I’ve got a date.”

That makes her smirk. “Yeah, with me.”

For someone who doesn’t want to categorize shit, she sure is territorial. “I’m watching my niece today. My sister just called and asked.”

“Aw, sweet. So…”

“So, you should come. Angie is awesome.”

“Really? You don’t care?”

“Um, no. I want you to.”

She smiles. “I want to, too.”

“Good. Now get off me before I tear your pants off and have my way with you,” I demand, pushing her off me. Her laughter fills the room as I sit up to jump off the bed, but she stops me before I can go too far.

“I suck. I know.”

I grin as I nod. “Yeah, really good too, and I want it, but—”

“Jace!” she shrieks, smacking me, and I shake with laughter. “I mean, about communication. I know this.”

My laughter dies off as I shrug. “You’re getting better…”

“No, I’m not,” she says dryly. “Don’t sugarcoat my faults.” I shrug and she looks down. “It’s just…I never had to communicate before because no one ever listened.”

She doesn’t give me much info about her family. I know they are douches who didn’t see the star I see but nothing else. She keeps that locked up tight. So when she lets little things like that out, I not only file away the information, but I do everything I can to make her see that I’m not like them. That I want to know and I want to listen.

That I couldn’t ignore her if I tried.

“I understand that, but something has got to give, Avery,” I say honestly. I look at her, waiting for her to freak a bit. She always gets this look in her eyes, and it alarms me a little. But instead, she nods as I say, “I feel kinda one-sided here.”

She shakes her head. “Don’t. Please don’t.”

“Trying.” With a small laugh, I climb off the bed, my feet hitting the ground.

“And I know that you’re different, but still, it’s hard.”

I reach into my drawer, getting a pair of wind pants and a tee. “I get it, I do. But you gotta remember, I’m not that douche canoe, and I’m not your family. I’m amazing, remember?”

She grins as she nods. “Yeah, you don’t let me forget that.”

“Good, just making sure.” I grin before throwing my shirt on. “But all this can wait. I have to go get the girl who holds my heart.”

Grinning, she climbs down. But before she can reach the ground, I smack her butt, making her squeal. Whipping around, she goes to smack me, but I catch her in my arms, squeezing her to my chest. Looking up at me with those eyes that could seriously carve my heart out of my chest, she says, “I shouldn’t be jealous of a kid, right?”

I grin. “You shouldn’t be jealous of anyone, but… And I’m just throwing this out there…”

“Lord help me.”

I laugh as I squeeze her hard, making her laugh. “But you’re really jealous for someone who doesn’t want anything more than Javery.”

That has her grinning as she scrunches up her nose. Leaning down, she presses her forehead to mine, her eyes searching mine. “Maybe I do want more?”

My brow rises as my heart starts to pick up in speed. Moving my nose along hers, something I tend to do a lot, I don’t miss the uncertainty in her voice. “You sound a little unsure there.”

She holds my gaze, her eyes full of worry, and that bothers me. Why is she still like that around me? Shouldn’t she be completely comfortable with me by now?

“Because I am.”

“Way to kill the moment,” I say, letting her go despite her protest.

“Don’t be like that,” she says to my back as I slide my shoes on.

Turning, I reach for her because I have to. I have to touch her, feel her. Am I pathetic? Maybe, but I can’t help it. “I just… I just want…”

“Me?”

I nod. “Yeah. All of you.”

Looking away, she leans her forehead to my chin. “I hear you. I do.”

But does she, really?

Can’t say I believe her.
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When we get to Lucy’s office, I don’t miss that Avery really didn’t say anything the whole trip into downtown. I think I might have messed up by asking for more than she is able to give, but then, why should I settle? Why should I give my whole self to someone who doesn’t want to give themselves to me? It’s only fair, I feel. Putting the car in park, I look over at her as she takes her seat belt off.

“Sorry if I pissed you off.”

She shakes her head, looking up at me with those sinful eyes. “No, you didn’t. It’s just I feel like I’m letting you down, and I don’t like that.”

“No—”

“Stop. Don’t say I’m not,” she says sternly, her eyes burning into mine. “These last two weeks have been fucking amazing. Really. I’ve never felt this good in all my life. I’m writing like mad, and, Jace, I love life. That’s new, and I know you don’t understand that. But really, it’s crazy-new for me and I love it. I love waking up in the morning, and I can’t wait to see you. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared. I mean, aren’t you?”

I shrug as I try to process what she is saying. She’s never been happy? How? What did those people do to her? I don’t understand it. But as I look into her tormented eyes, I can’t help but feel so much for her. I may be scared of what I’m feeling because it’s new, but I’m grasping it and I’m ready to act on it. I may be young, but then, so were my brothers. The thing is, and Jayden said this to me once, you can’t control what you feel for someone or even when it happens. It just does. And like him, I’m not going to fight it.

I couldn’t if I wanted to.

I get that we come from two totally different families. Mine is in my face, and we love with everything inside us. But hers… Just based on the little information I have, I suspect she had to fight for attention. That blows my mind. I never had to fight for attention. My mom loves all of us the same and spoiled us all, especially me. I still think I’m her favorite, though. But I don’t think Avery was ever a favorite, and that hurts me. Guts me, because she is simply breathtaking. How could anyone look at her and not instantly want her to be their favorite person in the world?

I have no clue. But it’s cool, because she can be my favorite.

Clearing my throat, I say, “No. Why would I be scared?”

“Because this could end.”

“You’re right, and yeah, that scares me. But I could die tomorrow too. Why should I not enjoy this moment and be thankful for what you give me now? I can’t let that hold me back. If I worried so much about the future, I’d talk myself out of everything. I wouldn’t push to be the best on the ice. I wouldn’t push to be a better person. I would just be stuck, and I can’t do that. I have too many plans, and damn it, Avery, I want you to be in them.”

Pressing her lips together, she shakes her head and my heart drops. Does she not feel the same? Shit, am I putting myself out there to be rejected? I’ve never been rejected. I’m Jace Fucking Sinclair!

“You really are amazing, Jace,” she whispers, sneaking a peek at me.

Grinning, I nod as I reach out, taking her hand in mine. “I’ve been told that a few times—mostly by my mom.”

Her lips break into a grin as she laces her fingers with mine. “She’s right.”

“I know, she’s the best. Which, by the way, I’d like you to meet her. At my game. Friday.”

She pauses, nodding her head as she bites her lip. “I’ll be there.”

“Really?” I ask, surprised, and she wrinkles her nose.

“Um, yeah. No shit, I’m scared to meet your mom and have her hate me since you basically keep that woman on the highest pedestal ever… But yeah, I want to be there. I don’t like hockey, but I really like you.”

Grinning, I lean into her. “She won’t hate you. She loves everyone.”

“I hope so.” She smiles but then she pauses. “But why did you seem so surprised?”

I shrug, feeling a little dumb. Maybe I’m just freaking out. Probably because she doesn’t give me much to work with. “I didn’t think you wanted to go ’cause you hate it.”

“I have my own issues and demons with hockey, but that’s my shit to worry about. I want to be there for you. I want to cheer you on and I will.”

“It doesn’t have to be just your shit, though. I can help.”

Looking at me, she nods slowly. “I’d like that, but…” She trails off as she leans her head to mine and lets out a long breath. “I’m just scared, Jace.”

“Don’t be. I won’t hurt you.” I know I can make that promise. If one thing is for sure, I will never hurt this girl. I can’t.

“You just don’t get it.”

“Then explain it to me.”

“I can’t.” She shakes her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me,” I suggest and she shrugs. “I mean, I may look dumb, but I’m pretty quick.”

But before she can say anything else, my phone rings.

It’s Lucy.

“Oh my God, can you stop making out with your girlfriend and come in and get your niece? My client is gonna be here in five.”

“Cockblock,” I say and hang up, looking over at Avery. “My sister is beckoning me, and if I don’t come, she’ll cut me.”

She smiles. “Okay. But, Jace, I don’t think you’re dumb. That’s not it. I’m just scared.”

She goes to get out, but I stop her, my fingers wrapping around her arm and pulling her to me. “Trust and believe, baby. Anything you say to me, I will listen. I may not understand it or get it, but I’ll listen and we can figure it out. Just give me the chance, you know? Let me in.” She doesn’t say anything for a second, her eyes searching mine, and soon, my breath catches. She bites into her bottom lip, and I watch as her eyes darken and then start watering up. Panic fills me quickly and I take my hands off her. “Oh fuck, why are you crying?”

Laughing, she shakes her head, reaching out to take my hand. “No! I’m not. You’re just… You’re just really great, Jace.”

Letting out a breath of relief, I still watch her, just in case. She’s blinking hard, and I can tell she’s trying to fight back the tears. I have no clue what her fucked-up family and asshole ex did, but shit, a certain kind of rage is bubbling inside me. I don’t want this girl to hurt; I want her to be happy. With me, preferably. “Tears freak me out.”

She closes her eyes with a laugh before looking back at me. “I’m fine. Okay, well, kinda…but not really.”

“If you want to talk about it, I’ll risk getting shanked to listen.”

Giving me a watery smile, she shakes her head. “Maybe soon. But no, let’s go.”

I smile, leaning into her, kissing her nose. “Look at that, you’re communicating.”

She smacks my chest before kissing my lips and pulling back with a grin. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go get your niece.”

Getting out of my car, I only make it around before I’m attacked by a little body. “Jace!”

Squeezing Angie hard, I give her a loud smacking kiss on the cheek as she hugs me tightly. “Hey, peanut butt!”

“I’m so excited I get to hang with you today. I got my hockey stuff!”

I grin. “Cool, I got mine too,” I say just as her gaze looks over to where Avery is standing awkwardly by the car. “Hey, Angie, this is my friend, Avery.”

“Ooh, both our names start with A’s!”

“They do!” Avery says animatedly before holding her hand out. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Angie says sweetly as Lucy comes out with Angie’s bag in her hand.

Dropping it at my feet, she says, “I’ll be done in an hour.”

I shrug. “I might bring her back.” Leaning over, I kiss Lucy’s cheek. “Don’t wait up for us, though.”

“Okay, I’ll be here till five. But cool, thanks again.”

“No, thank you. Hey, this is Avery,” I say, cocking my head to Avery, who is rocking back and forth on her heels.

“Ah, yes, the girlfriend,” my sister says, holding out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Avery says, and it gives me a certain pleasure she doesn’t correct my sister. “This is a cool place. Design? Like house interiors?”

Lucy nods as she looks up at the building she has spent the last five years trying to get. It’s only an office with all her design shit inside, but it’s hers and she’s happy, which is all that matters. It was her dream to have this place, and if you ask my mom, Lucy basically designs houses for Carrie Underwood.

Lucy only opened it a couple months ago. Before then, she was doing business out of my mom’s bonus room, but now she has her own space. She was even looking into getting a place to live close to it. But my mom helps so much with Angie, it would be hard. Either way, we are all crazy proud of her and what she has accomplished. Coming through a nasty divorce and sharing Angie with her dickwad ex, it’s easy to say it hasn’t been roses for Lucy. But she’s prevailed, and I couldn’t be prouder of my big sister, even if she is kind of a bitch. We love her anyway.

“Yup, when you get a house, keep me in mind,” she says with a wink and Avery smiles.

“Will do.”

“Well, I wish I could chat more—”

“No, she doesn’t. She hates people,” I tease and Lucy holds up one hand to block Angie from seeing she’s flipping me off.

“Don’t listen to him. He thinks everyone our family loves him when, really, we don’t. We just felt bad the wolves didn’t want him anymore and took him in.”

Avery giggles as I roll my eyes. “Says the person I look the most like.”

She shrugs, brushing her long brown hair off her shoulders. “I mean, it isn’t my fault you decided to be a boy instead of a girl. It was a big decision for him, he’s sorta quiet about it, but we love—”

“Shut up, Luce. Don’t listen to her,” I say to Avery, grabbing Angie’s bag. “She’s jealous I’m prettier than her and that my mom loves me the most.”

Avery giggles as Lucy scoffs. “Please. She has to love you, being adopted and transgender. Ah, that’s rough.”

“I hate you,” I say, but then I look at Angie when she smacks me. “I really don’t. She’s being mean.”

Angie rolls her eyes, looking every bit her momma. “You love her the most.”

“No, I love you the most,” I say, kissing her cheek. “Bye, Lucy.”

“Bye, Mommy!”

“Bye, y’all,” she calls before going back in the building as I put Angie down. Grabbing her booster seat out of Lucy’s car, I strap it in before buckling her in. Meanwhile, Avery and Angie are in a long conversation about Angie’s sparkly pink shoes.

“They are dope,” I say, shutting the door and getting in.

“Fo’ sho’,” Angie says and I grin over at Avery.

“We’re gangsta.”

“True dat,” Angie adds and I bubble with laughter.

“Oh my, Lucy must love that.”

I smile wryly. “No, actually, she tried to cut me with a knife, like, for real, when Angie said, ‘First things first, I’m the realest.’”

Biting her lip, Avery tries not to crack up as I nod. “Exactly.”

“Uncle Jace, what is transgender and can I catch that?”

Avery sputters with laughter as I glare. Meeting Angie’s gaze in the mirror I say, “Ask your mom. And also, I’m not transgender and you can’t catch it. It’s not a disease.”

Still laughing, Avery bends over and I just shake my head. “What’s so funny?”

“Who knows?” I say to Angie. “She’s crazy. You ready?”

“Ready!”

I look at Avery and she glances up at me, still giggling as I ask, “Ready?”

Sending me a sneaky grin, she laughs. “Let’s do this.”

And we are off. It’s a beautiful day. So instead of heading to the rink, like we would usually do, we go to the park where I know we can not only play a little stick and puck but also play on the big playground Angie loves. When I first got my license and I was the main one watching Angie, we went to the park a lot to spend our afternoons. Angie is my little homie.

But the whole way to the park, I’m invisible, and all that matters to Angie is Avery. Angie is full of life, talking a million miles a second. I’m sure some people would be annoyed by it, but Avery is eating it up. She’s just as enthusiastic as Angie, and it fills me with all kinds of funny feelings.

When we arrive, we are the only ones there, thankfully, and Angie is bouncing as she waits for me to lace up her skates. “Are you not playing, Avery?”

“I don’t have skates. I guess I’ll be the goalie.”

“Cool,” Angie says with a grin. Why does that make me so happy? Avery’s all about it, ready to play, when any other time, she acts as if she hates it. A part of me doesn’t think she hates the sport; I think she hates that it stole her family away. But that isn’t hockey’s fault. Hockey loves you and lures you into its awesomeness. It was her family’s job to include her.

“Think I can score on her, Jacey?” Angie asks, stealing my attention.

Looking back at Avery, I wink. “I think so.”

Avery kicks me in the back of the knee, and I laugh as I tie Angie’s other skate. Then she is off, taking the puck to the goal I set up. She skates with ease, probably because we’ve had her on skates since she could first wobble. I remember Rick would get pissed about her skating and playing with us at such a young age, but I don’t think any of us cared. Because he is a douche, and Angie is ours.

“She’s good.”

“Yeah, we started her early,” I say, lacing up my own skates. “I have some extra skates you can use.”

She laughs. “Please. No way my feet would fit.”

“True. Try to keep up.”

Giving me a dubious look, she rolls her eyes. “Everything is a competition with you.”

“Not my fault I love to win.” I wink, stealing the puck from Angie, and then they are both chasing me. Soon, it doesn’t matter that Avery doesn’t have skates because we are having too much fun. I love how she is with Angie. She’s funny and goofy; I love this side of her. I’m not saying she isn’t like this with me—she is, just more sarcastic. Nonetheless, she’s always fun. But with Angie, it’s as if she’s gone back a few years in age and she and Angie are BFFs. It’s cute.

When Angie attempts to score on her, it goes past Avery with ease, and soon she’s playfully glaring at Angie. Angie has been scoring on Avery all afternoon, but unlike the other times she scored, this time, Avery runs out after her, tackle-hugging her and picking her up off her feet. Their giggles surround me like a big, warm blanket as I watch Avery hug Angie close to her chest, kissing her cheek.

“You sneaky little thang!”

I laugh out loud as Angie giggles even harder before breaking away and skating off. Shooting me a look, Avery asks, “What?”

“That was country as all get-out,” I tease and she glares. She hates when I tease her for becoming more Southern.

“Shut it.”

“Oh, no offense, ma’am. Just stating the truth, which I think is kinda hot,” I drawl, skating around her. “Soon, you’ll be drinking sweet tea and rocking on the front porch with me.”

“You’re insane.” She tries to smack me, but I’m too quick.

“It’s okay, baby. Just be a country singer—it’s way hotter.”

Rolling her eyes, she lunges for me and I catch her, but she knocks me off-balance. I end up on my back with her on top of me. I cry out from the rock digging into my back, and she laughs as she hugs my neck.

“Ew! Mommy said don’t kiss in front of me,” Angie yells, but we both ignore her.

“Why would she say that?” I ask incredulously, pointing at her. “Look away, Angie. Save your eyes!”

And then I’m kissing Avery. Her mouth is like the sweetest honey, and I can’t get enough. When I hear Angie gagging, I smile against Avery’s lips and she pulls away.

“This is fun.”

“It is.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” she says, getting up and holding her hand out for me. Taking it, I get up on my own before I wrap my arm around her waist as she grins up at me.

“Anytime. I hope you’ll come more.”

“For sure. I’m down.” She flashes me a bigger grin as she runs off to block a shot Angie just took. As I watch them go back and forth, something inside me just breaks. Well…it doesn’t really break, it just gets bigger.

It’s my heart.

Yeah, I think I’m almost there.

But I still feel like Avery could be my first heartbreak.

And that bothers me. 
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Today was probably one of my favorite days so far.

Angie is a hoot and a delight to be around. Of course, Jace is a blast too, but Angie was just so much fun. I’ve always wanted a little sister, someone to love and love me back. It’s been something I’ve craved, and today, I got it. I was overwhelmed with it all. It was perfect.

As we drive back to Lucy’s office, Angie has so much to say. She is so energetic and so much like Jace, it’s crazy. When he asked me to come, I was a little nervous. I hadn’t had much experience with kids, but the moment I met her, it was like when I met Jace—we clicked. She is the yin to my inner-child yang, and I love her to pieces. I’m kind of sad we have to drop her off, and apparently, so is she.

Hugging me tightly as Jace puts her car seat back in Lucy’s car, she turns to face me after I kiss her cheek. “When do I get to play with you again?”

Tucking a stray curl behind her ear, I smile. “I don’t know. I am going to Jace’s game Friday. I think you’re going too.”

“Awesome! I am. I can’t wait. Jacey is the best hockey player ever!”

Giving me a smug grin, Jace nods. “Told ya.”

Grinning, I cup Angie’s face. “I’ve heard. I can’t wait to see. So it’s a date? Me and you?”

“Yes!” she exclaims as Lucy comes outside. “Mommy! Avery is coming to the game Friday.”

Doing jazz hands, Lucy catches Angie when she jumps into her arms, kissing her loudly on the cheek. “Awesome. Means me and grandma get to feel her out the whole game and embarrass Uncle Jace the entire time,” she says with a wink, and I grin back.

“Oh yay,” Jace says dryly while I giggle.

“Can’t wait.”

“Maybe we can all go to the dinner afterward, especially since Jude and Claire will be in town. We’ll make him pay,” she adds with a grin as she hugs Jace tightly. “I called Mom.”

I watch as he tenses up before pulling back. “What did she say?”

“She isn’t happy, but she doesn’t care who is there. She is there for you.”

“Figures. She didn’t seem broken up about it, did she?” he asks nervously. I have no clue what’s going on, but it doesn’t seem good.

“No. You know since she started dating Coach, she’s changed. I think she’s getting over him.”

“I hope so.”

“Doesn’t mean you should trust him, though, Jace,” she warns, and I feel like I should walk away. This is family shit, and since I’m not family, I should probably butt out. But then Lucy is talking again, and I’m too nosy to walk away.

Personality flaw, I know.

“He is gonna hurt you. He’s burned all of us.”

Jace nods slowly before folding his arms over his chest. “I hear you.”

“Okay, well, I’ll text you if you need to watch your back for Jude and Jayden, but I’m sure they’ll call.”

“Yeah, for sure.”

“Oh, and thanks. I think she had a blast,” she says happily as she looks at Angie, who has a grin a mile wide.

“I did,” Angie exclaims. “Avery is my favorite!”

Grinning big, my heart soars. No one has ever said that about me.

“Whoa!” Jace mock-complains. “What about me?”

She reaches for him, and he takes her as she kisses him loudly on the cheek. “Well, duh, you’ll always be my favorite.”

“That’s my girl,” he whispers against her cheek before kissing and putting her on her feet. “Love you both. See ya later.”

“See ya. Thanks again. Great meeting you, Avery.”

Smiling back at Lucy, I wave. “You too. Bye, Angie.”

“Bye!”

As we walk back to the car, Jace wraps his arms across my shoulders, pulling me in against his chest. Kissing my temple, he asks, “Did you have fun?”

I nod as a grin pulls at my lips. “So much fun.”

“Good. Guess what?”

“What?”

“You’re my favorite, too,” he says before taking me in his arms and kissing me hard on the lips. His fingers thread into my hair, and I feel like I’m flying as our lips move together in perfect unison. We haven’t kissed nearly as much today as we usually do, and I don’t want to let him go as his tongue moves into my mouth, deepening the kiss. While I bring my hand up against his face, I replay the conversation from earlier and it worries me.

I can tell he wants more from me, that he may very well be in love with me, and I don’t know how to handle that. I don’t know how to feel about it. While it excites me, gives me the chills, and makes me want to do a giddy dance, it also makes me want to run and hide. Because…can it be real? Can he be real? Can what we are feeling be real?

The reason I’m asking is because the last two weeks have been a whirlwind of happiness. When I say I wake up happy, I do—like super happy. And sometimes that makes me think I can skip my meds, which is huge because I need them. But when I’m with him, I feel like I don’t. It almost seems like a fairy tale. I mean, we spend every free moment together. And even that may not seem like enough time together to us, so we try to make more time for each other. I didn’t think I could do it all and still nurture what we have, but I am. Between classes, my gigs downtown, and those at the coffee shop, we are making it work. That might change in January when I start my internship with Empress Records, but he promised me it wouldn’t. That we will find the time to just lie together, which is my favorite thing to do with him. My head against his chest as his heart thumps against his ribs.

I love the sound of his heart. It’s so strong, and I swear it is the beat of every song I write. Boy, have I written a lot. I write about him, about the way he makes me feel, and how happy I am. It’s so freaking different than writing about wanting to run a blade across my skin just to make it bleed. Or how picking up the shards of my heart is hard when all I want to do is cut my body with them. I’m happy. Honestly happy, and I don’t ever want to feel anything but happy.

I’m sure that means I have to keep kissing this man for that to happen.

I have no problem with that.

Pulling away, I run my fingers along his jaw as he looks down at me, his eyes burning into mine. “I’ve missed kissing you all day.”

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

He winks. “Smart girl.”

Grinning, he kisses my nose before reaching for the door. Returning his grin, I get into the car and he does the same before we are off. Unlike on our drive over here when I was analyzing everything he had said before, we talk animatedly with each other. More about Angie than anything, but I still can’t shake what he said. I know I owe it to him to give him more information than I have so far, but it’s difficult. I don’t know how to give him all of me when some parts of me are so damaged, I’m not even sure they are worth giving. How do I explain what I did? How do explain what Caleb did? Will I seem weak? I mean, I was. And man, what if I tell him I’m on meds? Will he be disgusted by me? Think I’m pathetic because I can’t function without medication to steady me? I don’t know, and that’s what worries me so badly.

I love how we are right now.

And I don’t want it to end.

But he wants more. Not only has he basically said it, but I can feel it.

“The douche my sister was married to, Rick… Man, we all hate him,” he says as he hits the interstate to get back to school. “He cheated on her with like four different women while she was pregnant with Angie and then he started a relationship with his now-wife after Angie was born. He left my sister on Angie’s third birthday. I truly thought my dad was gonna kill him. I was only like sixteen, I think? It was nasty.”

“Jeez, that’s crazy.”

“No, what’s crazy is that Angie has to go see that douche every other weekend. He doesn’t love her. He just likes fucking with Lucy. I hate him.”

“Me too, and I don’t even know him.”

“Believe me, you’re better off without knowing that asswipe,” he says, pure loathing dripping from his voice. “Lucy may be the oldest, but we all treat her like she’s the youngest. We’re really overprotective.”

I smile. “That’s sweet.”

“Yeah, I bet you know all about that. Is that why you don’t get along with your brothers? Too overprotective?”

I grimace. “Hardly.”

“Really?”

“Jace, they ignored me all the time. Used me as a stick carrier. They didn’t care one bit about me. Still don’t. I’ve been here over a month. I’ve spoken to Matty twice maybe, and Laurence and Seth not even once.”

His face scrunches up. “Really?”

I laugh. “Yes, not everyone has Brady-family relationships like you do with your siblings.”

His smile is full of apology. “Sorry.”

I wave him off. “Please don’t be. I love that you love your family and talk to them daily. I’m jealous, but I’m happy for you.”

He nods as I move my fingers in and out of his. Silence falls between us, but it’s comfortable as he drives, the music playing softly. Soon, my thoughts float to my shitty family. I wish I had the relationship with my brothers like he does with his brothers and his sister. I wish I had a niece to spoil and love. But I don’t. I have me.

And Jace.

I have Jace.

“You were good with Angie. I didn’t know you liked kids.”

I smile wistfully. “I love kids. I wanted a baby sister when I was younger.”

“Angie is the best,” he says happily, and then he shoots me a grin. “So I guess you want kids?”

“One day.” Grinning over at him, I ask, “Making sure I’m long-term worthy?”

He scoffs. “I knew that the moment I met you.”

He sends me a wink, and I let out a long breath as I shake my head. He is so confident about everything in his life. I wish I had half the confidence he does. Hell, a quarter of it. “Well, then.”

“Just sayin’.”

Leaning my head onto his shoulder, I remember the conversation between him and his sister, and suddenly, I want to know all about it. I want to know everything. Especially things that bother him. I could tell he was troubled.

Threading my fingers through his, I ask, “What were you and Lucy talking about?”

Glancing at me, he shrugs before looking back at the road. “I told her my dad is coming to my game Friday, and she wasn’t too happy about it. I knew it wasn’t good, so she told my mom and is gonna tell my brothers.”

“Oh.”

He looks at me expectantly. “Just, oh?”

I shrug. “Well, why don’t you tell them?”

He shrugs sheepishly. “’Cause I’m embarrassed and guilty. She offered, and I took it.”

Rolling my eyes, I tsk at him. “It would be better if you did.”

“Yeah, but Jude and Jayden are gonna rip me a new one.”

“Do you deserve it?”

“Maybe. I think I really do want a relationship with my dad, but then I don’t. I don’t know. I’m confused about the whole thing.”

“I can understand that, but I think they’d appreciate it a bit more if you called and told them.”

He nods. “You’re right.”

Biting into his lip, he looks thoughtful, maybe a little annoyed, as he comes off the interstate. Shit, did I say too much? It’s just it’s different for the two of us. While he has been spoiled and treated as the baby, I never was. I always had to own up to every mistake I made, even when it wasn’t entirely my fault. He doesn’t like conflict, though. I can see that. He would rather everything be easy and funny. Always a smile on his face. But I learned very early you can’t laugh through life. Sometimes things suck and you have to face up to them. But who am I to tell him that? He didn’t fuck up like I did when I was younger, he didn’t live the life I did, so maybe I should keep my opinions to myself.

Squeezing his hand, I bring it up, kissing the back. “Sorry if I overstepped.”

He shakes his head quickly. “No, don’t be. I respect your opinion. But did you notice how I’m communicating?”

“Really, Jace?” I glare and he grins.

“Just sayin’, throwing it out there.”

“Well, take it back. I heard you the first time.”

“Fine, but I appreciate what you said because you’re right.”

“I just want you to grow, I guess.”

“And I want the same for you, which is why I’m trying to pry you open and find out what’s inside.”

I roll my eyes. “Nothing but a damaged girl.”

He doesn’t say anything, and when I look over at him, his lips are pressed together. “Sorry, that came out all kinds of wrong.”

He shakes his head, though. “No, it’s the truth and I was waiting for more.”

“There is nothing else.”

“Liar,” he accuses and I smile. “But it’s cool. I’ll pry you open and then put you back together right.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he promises. “Because when you talk, you feel better. Believe me. Like right now, I feel good. Usually, it’s Jayden pushing me to be a good guy, but with Baylor coming into his life and Claire coming into Jude’s, I don’t talk to them like I used to. Now it’s just us bullshitting about stuff or them bitching at me about trusting my dad. But it’s all good ’cause I have you.”

My heart hurts a little, as the pain and longing for his brothers is apparent on his face. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that his statement just tickles me to death. It’s something special when someone says they can depend on you. At least, for me, it is. Clearing my throat free of emotion, I look over at him. “You miss them.”

His jaw clenches as he nods. “More than I like to admit.”

Flashing me a grin, he squeezes my hand, bringing it into his lap. “Maybe you should tell them that,” I suggest.

He nods. “Maybe I will.” Grinning as he pulls into a parking spot in front of the Bullies’ house, he looks over at me. “Can you come in?”

“Yeah, I’m free for the rest of the night.”

“Awesome.” He leans over and kisses me hard against the lips. “Get ready for some intense Bullies karaoke of death.”

I scrunch my face up in confusion. “Why does that freak me out a bit?”

“Because adding death to the end of things usually does,” he says with a shrug. “Like wild sex of death. Or hockey rink of death, or—”

“Please stop. I got it,” I laugh and he smiles. “So I have nothing to worry about?”

He laughs. “Um, yes. You are competing against me, and I’m the best singer in the world.” I don’t think I believe him, but his sureness is smothering as he flashes me a grin. “So get ready to go down, Avery Rose.”

Grinning back, I’m pretty sure I’m a little too excited about this, but who wouldn’t be? “The only one who will be going down is you, Sinclair. It may be rumored that you are the best on the ice, but on the stage—it’s all me.”

He scoffs. “I am the best at everything. You’ll see.”

With a challenging gaze, I nod. “Yes, I will.”
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“So here is how this goes… We have three categories,” Markus says before taking a pull of his beer. “Tonight, it’s rap, love song, and duet.”

“Duet?” I ask, my fingers tracing the rim of my Jack and Coke. Apparently, the Bullies drink here with their fake IDs. I’m pretty damn sure that’s illegal, but I’m not complaining. The Gilroy is packed full of people—everyone and their mother are in this place, and it’s exhilarating. This is the first bar I’ve been to since I came to BU. Usually, we drink back at the Bullies’ house, so I’m excited to be out.

When I look over at Mekena, her eyes are wide as she looks around the room. I had texted her, inviting her out since I haven’t been hanging with her lately for one reason and one reason only: Jace Sinclair. But she tells me she doesn’t mind. She’s busy too, but she was quick to jump at the opportunity to come out with us tonight.

Probably to see Markus.

“Yeah, like you get a partner and sing together.”

“You’re my partner,” Jace says to me, and Markus yells out in protest.

“No way! That’s not fair,” he complains, but Jace just grins.

“Sorry for ya. She’d choose me anyway—we’re Javerying,” he says simply and Markus rolls his eyes.

“Dumbest shit I’ve ever heard. You’re either together or not; stop with that shit. Commit to my boy, girl! He’s a catch,” he says, shaking Jace’s shoulders, which makes him laugh as my cheeks redden a bit. But that’s probably from the booze. We’ve already done two sets of shots and I’ve drunk two Jack and Cokes. I’m somewhere between Buzzville and Drunktown, and I’m enjoying my stay.

Holding up her drink, Mekena adds, “Exactly.”

“You hush,” I demand and she grins. For Markus and probably everyone else in the world, our relationship status is dumb to them. But it works for me; I feel comfortable in it. Though, when Jace’s eyes meet mine, I know it isn’t working for him. That has me on edge. Clearing my throat and tearing my gaze from his, I look back at Markus. “Anyway, are there points?”

“Yup, loudest cheers get a point.”

I nod. “Cool. Who goes first?”

Markus looks at Mekena. “You wanna be my duet partner?”

I’m pretty sure Mekena just died. Her face turns bright red, her mouth parts as she looks at him with nothing but dreamy sunshine and roses in her eyes. “I’d love to.”

“Cool, let’s go pick a song,” he says, standing up and taking her hand.

Looking back at me, she mouths, “Oh my God,” and I can only laugh.

“So I take it she’s still into him?”

I laugh as I nod. “God, yes. It’s so sad. She won’t ask him out.”

“He doesn’t date,” Jace supplies with a shrug. “But then, at one point, I didn’t date. Oh, and I knew a girl named Diane who didn’t date either.”

I roll my eyes. “Shut up.”

Wrapping his arm around my shoulder, he surrounds my chair from behind, kissing the back of my head. “You better kick ass up there. I’m not carrying this duet.”

I press my lips together to keep from laughing. “Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“I mean, I will. Being as amazing as I am, I’m used to getting points for the team.”

“Good Lord,” I groan and he smiles against the back of my head as his fingers dance along my collarbone. “That ego is bursting at the seams, Jace Sinclair.”

“Nah, it’s good.”

“Okay,” I laugh as he kisses my jaw.

“You look hot tonight,” he whispers against the spot below my ear. Before we came out tonight, I went back to my dorm to get Mekena and changed into a long maxi dress with long sleeves down to my wrists. It is comfortable and I am tired of wearing jeans. While Mekena is wearing a very short skirt, I gave those days up when I used my thighs as a cutting board. I never thought I would regret it one day when I was doing it, but then I didn’t think I was going to live long either.

But I am.

And I’m happy.

“Thanks,” I say, leaning into him.

“You smell good too,” he says huskily, and heat burns between my thighs.

“Jace, are we gonna make it through this?”

Grinning, he brushes his hand against my breast before holding me under my arm. “Not sure yet. I’m considering taking you into the bathroom.”

“Um, no. You challenged me to some karaoke of death. We are karaoke’ing.”

“Fine,” he complains against my temple. “But you are coming home with me tonight.”

Moving his nose along my jaw, he bites softly into my neck, and I gasp, my body tingling with want. “Mm. I don’t think you even need to ask.”

“Good, I wasn’t going to anyway.”

Grinning, I turn my head, taking his lips with mine. Holding my face, he kisses me with so much feeling, I am overwhelmed in seconds. I can feel his kiss in my toes, my whole body on fire for him. He consumes me.

When we part, he’s looking deep into my eyes, and soon I can’t breathe. I’m gasping for breath as my eyes fall shut a bit, his lips moving ever so slowly against mine. It’s always like this with him, so fucking intense. But so fucking perfect. He kisses my bottom lip, and I swear I’m a second from letting him take me right here, but then he’s whispering something along my lip.

I don’t hear him. “What?”

He meets my gaze, and his eyes are so tender, so sweet, that again, I can’t breathe. I’m lost. Completely lost, and I’m pretty sure I never want to be found as long as I’m lost in Jace Sinclair’s eyes. “I want to ask you something,” he says again, this time louder.

“Yeah?”

He swallows hard, his Adam’s apple moving up and down, but his eyes never leave mine. I can tell he wants to say something, something intense and real, but all he is doing is searching my eyes and I’m confused.

“Jace?”

But he shakes his head before looking away. “Never mind, Markus and Mekena are going on.”

As my brows touch, I stare at the side of his face while Markus and Mekena start to sing “FourFiveSeconds” by Kayne, Rihanna, and Paul McCartney. He’s laughing, but I know it doesn’t reach his eyes and I know he wants to say more. Reaching out, I take his jaw in my hand and turn his face. When he looks at me expectantly, I ask, “What were you going to say?”

He shakes his head. “Later.”

I glare. “I don’t want to wait.”

He grins. “Gonna have to. Can’t do that here.”

I eye him skeptically, but then Markus steals my attention when he starts to sing. He’s good, and so is Mekena. They are cute and I’m sure she wanted to sing a love song, but she seems to be having a good time, which is what I wanted. I miss her and our friendship, but I’ve allowed Jace to take over my life. Which is probably bad since I did this before. I blew off all my friends for Caleb, and in the end, I had no one. Who could blame them?

But, that won’t happen with Jace.

I have to stop thinking like that.

Clearing my throat, I watch as Markus and Mekena kill it onstage. When they finish, everyone is clapping and cheering them on, and I grin as Jace takes my hand. As our fingers lace together, Caleb and the past are nowhere to be found and all I see is Jace.

He’s the light.

“Come on, our turn,” he says, pulling me out of my chair and toward the stage. “Now remember, you can’t suck.”

I laugh because what else can I say to that? He’s insane. When we reach the stage, he picks the song and I’m a little stunned by his choice. I raise an eyebrow and he smiles as he says, “I love that song.”

“The Beatles are the best band ever.”

“So you know it?”

“Duh.”

“Awesome, I listened to them growing up, know every song by heart.”

Which is so fucking hot. A dude who knows the Beatles by heart? Yeah, sign me up. Wait, that means I’m committing, right?

Crap.

Shaking my head, I say, “Jude and Lucy, named after them, I assume?”

“Yup, I was supposed to be Rocky after ‘Rocky Raccoon,’ but my dad hated it.”

I grin to keep from agreeing with his father and Jace laughs. “Yeah, it’s bad. But still, it would have been cool.”

“Yeah, for sure,” I say just as the guy gives us the go-ahead. “You ready?”

“Um, duh. But the question is, are you ready?”

Rolling my eyes, I push him and he laughs as he leads me up onstage. The countdown to the Across the Universe version of “Don’t Let Me Down” by the Beatles starts, and I wait until it’s time to start the song, and I begin. I love this song, have listened to it a billion times, and even know how to play it. As I expect, the crowd quiets and then the cheering starts. Jace stands there, a big grin on his face as I sing. But when it’s time for him to go, I watch him pause before he opens his mouth.

And then the most godawful noise comes out of his mouth.

It’s like nails-on-a-chalkboard bad, and he knows it! He’s grinning so hard, I want to smack him, yet he keeps going. His confidence, the way he struts as he sings, has the crowd going nuts. Even Markus is cheering him on while I stand there dumbstruck. Where is this amazing voice he spoke of, and why am I so attracted to him right now?

When he comes toe–to-toe with me, singing his heart out, I can only look at him in complete puzzlement before I start to sing. Our voices blend together, badly, mind you, but he is getting it. Singing with all the gusto of Freddie Mercury. It’s insane! All I can think is, holy crap, this is so bad and I should be embarrassed, but I’m not.

I’m blissful.

And he is amazing. Bad singing and all.

As the song ends, I glare at him as he wraps his arms around my waist, kissing me loudly on the lips, which only makes the crowd cheer louder. Shaking my head as we part, I accuse, “I thought you said you were good.”

He grins. “I am!”

“Jace!” I say incredulously and he just laughs.

“Don’t try to bring me down. Go, I’m going next.”

“Seriously?”

He nods. “Um, yeah, I’m working the crowd. Don’t be jealous they like me more.”

Gasping, I break from his arms as he shoots me a wicked grin. “You’re impossible!”

As I walk down the stairs, handing the mic to the guy, Jace’s voice runs down my spine as he whispers into the mic, “Now, for my next song, I want to dedicate this to my Rose. My Avery Rose.”

I turn when I reach the table, and his eyes are locked on me as he lets out a long breath, the guitar starting in the background. I know the song. I mean, I’m pretty sure everyone does. But I don’t know why he is dedicating “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” to me. It’s about breaking up, so how is it a love song? I’m completely confused and so is Markus. That is, until Jace sings the chorus.

He’s changing the words from “Every Rose” to “Avery Rose,” and I’m mortified as Markus falls off his chair laughing. Even Mekena is dying while I just stand there, so damn embarrassed I don’t know what to do.

Until finally, I just laugh.

Soon, I’m laughing so hard I can’t breathe and I’m crying from the hilarity of the situation. He is unreasonable and crazy. I’ve never had someone sing a song to me, or even dedicate one, and I’ve most definitely never had a guy change the lyrics to fit my name. Even if the song is an old rock song about breaking up with some girl.

But it’s for me.

As he sings into the mic like he is Bret Michaels himself, with the bandanna and shit-kicking boots, all I can do is shake my head, wiping my tears away.

Man, this guy.

Shit…

I think he stole my heart.

Or wait, did I give it to him?
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Sliding up my body, he trails his lips along my chest as he brings the skirt of my dress up, falling between my legs. I’m lost in his kiss and more than a little drunk. We had a blast, an utter blast of very bad singing from Jace, and lots of drinking. He somehow beat me, but I’m pretty sure it’s because he took his shirt off during his rap song. He really thought he was Eminem up there, and for a second, I almost believed he was. His confidence is something I can’t help but be jealous of. He’s intoxicating.

And mine.

All mine.

Arching into him as he nibbles on my neck, I close my eyes, feeling on top of the world. He does something to me, something so crazy that all I can do is hold on and hope I don’t fall. But I am. I’m falling hard, and no matter how hard I’m scraping the sides, trying to keep myself from doing just that, I can’t hold on. I can’t grasp anything because he makes it too easy. Too perfect.

Hungrily, we kiss, our hands everywhere, and I can’t get enough. When his hands slide up my thigh, taking ahold of my panties and pulling them down, I’m so gone. I’m shaking with want as his fingers enter me, his moans mixing with mine as our lips crash together. Fucking me slowly with his thick, talented fingers, he uses his mouth to torment me just as much as his fingers are. Curving his fingers inside me, he speeds up, taking my breath and bringing me to the edge. Falling over, I cry out against his lips, before his mouth is back on mine, catching my cries of pleasure.

Sucking in a breath as his mouth trails down to my shoulder, I lengthen my neck for him, unable to completely regulate my breathing. Hell, that was good and he is obviously not done with me yet. Pushing my skirt up around my waist with his hand, he tugs it away as he nibbles on my jaw. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

Smiling against his lips, I slowly open my eyes, my hands coming up his back, pulling his shirt up and over his head. As my eyes drink in every single detail about his body, like they do every single time we’re like this, I can’t believe how awestruck I am by him. He says I’m beautiful, but really, he is the gorgeous one.

His body is a temple of sex, and I want to fall to my knees in front of it and praise him for the rest of my existence.

But then I realize the lights are on.

Shit.

“Hey, shut the lights off.”

He shakes his head, though, coming back down to me, his mouth on my neck, my collarbone. “No, I want you now,” he says, sitting up, and I try to slam my legs together. But he is in the way. Panic settles in my chest as I bring my skirt down, covering my thighs as much as possible.

“No, really, please.”

But he is undoing his pants, sheathing himself with the condom he grabbed when we were making our way up to the bunk. Then he is fully sheathed, his cock looking ever so delicious, but I can’t get distracted by that. I have to get these lights off, no matter how much I want to just stare at his naked body. Looking down at me, he brings his brows together as our gazes meet. “What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Shut the lights off.”

“Why?” he asks, falling between my legs, pushing them back before entering me with one thrust. “I’m already in,” he whispers against my jaw. “Fuck, you feel so damn good.”

But I’m panicking.

I can’t even focus on what he is doing because I’m scared he’ll see. Pushing my legs back farther, he thrusts into me, his breath hot on my face, his fingers digging into my ribs. But all I can do is try not to cry. I know he is going to see. Just stop him, I tell myself, but I can’t. I’m frozen.

But as he moves his cheek along mine, sitting up to look down at me, he stops. “Avery? What’s wrong?”

I only shake my head, though, closing my eyes. He cups my face.

“Am I hurting you?”

“No.”

“Then what’s wrong? Do you want me to stop?”

I can’t answer him because, while I do, I don’t. I want to continue. I want to be normal, but I can’t stop thinking about what he could see.

“Answer me,” he demands, and I slowly open my eyes, my heart pounding so hard it hurts as he makes our gazes meet. “What the hell is wrong?”

“I want the lights off,” I whisper and his brows crash together in worry.

“Why, though? I love looking at you,” he says roughly, his lips moving against mine. “You’re beautiful, Avery.”

And I believe him, but I can’t shake this anxiety that is eating me alive.

“Please.”

His eyes search mine for maybe another second, and then he gets up. Quickly, I pull my skirt down as he climbs down the ladder, hits the lights, and then gets back in bed. As he covers my body with his, I wait for him to get back inside me, but he frames my face, running his thumb along my jaw. “I didn’t realize it was such a big deal.”

“Yeah, sorry,” I say, sucking in a deep breath.

He pauses. “I’m really sorry. I should have listened. I’m a little drunk.”

“It’s fine,” I say quickly. But it isn’t. My heart is still pounding against my ribs and I feel sweat dripping down my back. I feel like I’m going to puke, and I hate it. I hate how I feel right now.

Continuing to move his thumb along my jaw, he rolls off me and pulls me against him. Confused, I look up at him, the light from the street lamp shining into the room and glowing against his face. “You don’t want to finish?”

He shakes his head. “No, I want to hold you.”

“Jace, it’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I don’t know why, and I hate that. But I’m sorry, and I just want to hold you until you feel better.”

Closing my eyes, I feel my lip start to wobble as I cuddle into him. “I’m fine.”

“Don’t lie to me,” he said sternly, his arms swallowing me up.

Relaxing against him, I nod. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just relax.”

“No, really, I’m sorry,” I say as my heart continues to pound in my chest. “I’m all kinds of messed up.”

He shakes his head, though. “Just be quiet. Calm down, your heart is pounding so hard, it’s hurting my chest.”

I press my lips together as a tear rolls down my cheek and off my chin. I feel him tense up, but I can’t stop. And soon the tears are falling in streams down my face, but he just holds me tighter, his lips in my hair. Closing my eyes tightly, I hate that I’ve done this. That I’m weak and pathetic.

“I’m really sorry,” he whispers, and it kills me.

“You did nothing wrong.”

“I should have listened.”

“No, it’s my fault. I have this thing about the lights,” I say as I suck in a breath.

“I know, and I didn’t respect that. I’m sorry.”

“Please stop saying that,” I beg and his arms come tighter around me, his lips at my brow.

“I can’t help it. I just don’t want to lose you,” he whispers, and everything inside me stops. I’ve wanted someone to say that to me my whole life, and he just did. But I can’t enjoy it like I want to because I’ve fucked this all up. I have to let this go. I have to before I have an anxiety attack and then really let my freak flag fly. I think he feels that I am about to lose it, because his arms gather me closer, his forehead coming to mine as his breath mixes with mine.

I can taste the beer he drank, but that doesn’t intoxicate me. No, it’s the way his words are vibrating off him in waves. I can feel them deep inside me, all around me, and I love them. Soon, I hear nothing but the sound of my heart as it slows in my chest. I feel safe in his arms, and my anxiety is gone; guilt replacing it. I shouldn’t have freaked out like this, and most of all, he shouldn’t feel like it’s his fault. I need to get it together.

And quick.

Before I lose him.

Sucking in another deep breath, I open my eyes to find him watching me, his thumb moving up and down my arm. “You okay?” he asks gently.

I nod. “Fine. I’m really sorry. Kind of freaked there.

He shakes his head. “It’s fine. I got you.”

He presses his lips against my nose before he lets me go to remove the condom, throwing it in the trash. When he comes back, I haven’t moved because I’m still reeling from what he just said.

He’s got me.

Wow.

Okay.

Before I can say anything or even move, he’s wrapping me back up in his arms. Holding on to him, I press my head to his chest and listen to his heartbeat as I really think over what he just said. This guy, this man, took my crazy and went with it. He may ask questions, but he is more concerned with how I feel than satisfying his curiosity. He’s got me. Meanwhile, I’m over here, holding back on him.

How is that fair?

“Jace?”

“Yeah?”

“What were you going to ask me at the bar?”

I feel him smile as his lips move along my cheek. “Wait till tomorrow, when I’m not so drunk.”

“I want to know now.”

He doesn’t say anything for a long minute and I think he’s fallen asleep, but then he whispers, “I wanted to ask you to be my girlfriend. I don’t want to wait anymore, and if you reject me, then I’ll deal.”

I knew that was it, which is why I asked now. “Really?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry about that. We’re good.”

“No,” I say, pulling back to look at him. “Ask me.”

“What?” His eyes are full of disorientation, and I can feel his heart beating harder in his chest.

“Ask me to be your girlfriend.”

Eyeing me, he looks uncertain as he asks, “What are you going to say?”

“Ask and find out,” I challenge and his grin only grows.

“Don’t reject me.”

Shaking my head, I lean my head to his chin. “Just ask me.”

Reaching up, he takes my face in his hands before tilting it up to look at me. He chews on his lip, his eyes searching mine as I wait. My heart has stopped, my next breath is nowhere to be found, and I can’t wait much longer.

Thankfully, I don’t have to before he whispers, “Avery Rose, will you be my girlfriend? Leave the Javery zone behind and be mine?”

As I cup his jaw, there is only one word I can say to him.

I feel it, deep in my soul, and I know that it is true.

“Yes.”
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Ugh. Why?

How is it already four in the morning?

Fuck me.

My head is pounding.

I feel like I’m going to blow chunks, and I have to go serve coffee.

But I’d much rather stay here with her.

Damn it.

Nuzzling closer to Avery, I take in a deep inhale, the smell of her shampoo making me smile as my arms come around her waist, bringing her closer. Tucking her hands up underneath my chin, she murmurs something unintelligible and I just feel…complete. Whole, even. This girl, man…she really has me in all kinds of ways. I’m completely taken by her, and after last night, I know I should be ecstatic and feel on top of the world.

But I can’t.

Not fully.

Mostly because I’m unsure about it all. I want to believe she was ready, that she wants this. But deep in my gut, I’m worried. Did she did just say that because of what happened when we were getting down? And what was that about? I don’t understand her issues with the lights being on, but it would be great if she could let me in on that. I mean, I know I need to respect her wishes, and I will—that’s not the problem. I just wish I knew why.

I feel like everything is up in the air because of it, and it’s fucking with me.

Add in the fact I’m hungover and got no sleep last night, and I’m pretty sure today is going to suck.

Which is bad because it’s the practice before our game and Coach won’t go easy on us. Tomorrow’s skate will be laid-back, but today, he’ll be drilling us. I kind of regret taking this job at the coffee shop. Maybe I should just chill and let my dad do everything. I mean, it could be so easy. Don’t I, as a nineteen-year-old, get that right? I’m still a kid, aren’t I? Shit, but I know that isn’t right. If I want to be a man like my brothers, I have to follow in their footsteps. They worked for what they wanted. Well, Jude really didn’t have to, but he is now. Shit, that reminds me. I gotta call Jude and Jayden.

Well, fuck me.

As I kiss Avery’s head, she snuggles against my lips and I smile. “Baby, I gotta go.”

“Why?” she whispers, her eyes still closed.

“Gotta work and practice. But stay here, sleep until you need to leave.”

“Okay, thanks,” she says before puckering her lips. She’s so damn cute, and man, I hope she really means what she said last night. That she does want me as her boyfriend. That leaving Javery in the dust is something she is dying for too.

That maybe she loves me.

Shit, why did I think that!

I don’t even love her…

Ugh.

Unaware of my internal battle, she leans toward me and presses her lips to mine. Kissing her is really what I’m starting to believe is my purpose in life. It’s just so natural, like our lips were made to press together and be one. Even sleepy kisses are my favorite. Hell, anything she does is my favorite.

Moving my nose along hers, I say, “Text me when you wake up.”

“’kay,” she says. I drink her in for another moment as my heart prays she isn’t going to break me. Because, if she wakes up and realizes she made a mistake last night, I just might lose it. I’m ready for this, and I need her to be too. It’s time. Yeah, it’s only been two weeks, but it’s been intense and we have basically been in a committed relationship. She just doesn’t want to label it. Annoying as hell, but hopefully that has changed. We may have been drunk, but I remember everything that happened last night and I hope she does too.

Pushing the blankets off me, I sit up and glance back at her once more. She looks so peaceful, so sweet lying there, her hair a mess along my pillow, her lips parted, and her lashes kissing her cheeks. Along her neck are red spots from our lovemaking last night, and while I hate that I blemished her gorgeous skin, they give me a certain kind of rush.

She’s mine.

And everyone will see that.

Pulling my gaze from her, I go to get off the bed, but I pause when little, straight lines on her thighs catch my gaze. There have to be hundreds of them, dark ones, thick ones, faded ones. Like cuts. I don’t know how they could have happened because of the way they’re shaped, and they aren’t marks made by stitches. Only thin cuts, long ones too. They had to be made with a knife or something. They’re just odd. When she moves her legs, rolling over, I look away to get down from the bed, my heart causing havoc in my chest.

When my feet hit the floor, I’m unable to breathe.

I’m pretty sure that’s why she doesn’t like the lights on when we have sex.

Which means she’s embarrassed by them.

Swallowing hard, I don’t want to think it, but…

No. She couldn’t have done that to herself.

Could she?
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For the rest of the morning, I can’t stop thinking about what I saw.

Work is a blur, and when I hit the ice, I feel like I’m not even there.

That is until Bryan, our big defender, takes me into the boards.

With an umpff, I come off the boards, falling to my knees before getting back up and chasing the puck. It was my fault I got hit like that. I had my head down because I was too busy thinking about Avery. Dumb-ass mistake. Digging in, I make it to the other end within seconds—the joys of being the fastest skater on the team—and block a shot before controlling the puck with my stick. Looking up, I see Markus hauling ass up the middle, and I send the puck quick to him. With ease, he goes five-hole, scoring.

That should have been me. Instead, I was too caught up on what I saw. I’ve gone through every single scenario I could. She was attacked by a beaver or a raccoon? Or maybe a cat! But why between her thighs? Then I think maybe she was raped. But that doesn’t feel right because, if that were the case, I wouldn’t think she would be so into sex now. Baylor was almost raped earlier this year, and she didn’t have sex with Jayden for months; she even had to go to counseling for it. But maybe Avery has gone to counseling, and it happened a long time ago? But what did the sicko do? Cut her up?

It just doesn’t make sense, and it’s driving me mad.

I go to back to the end of the line, and Markus meets me there, tapping my shin with his stick. “Great pass.”

I nod. “Great shot.”

He grins at me, but I don’t return it. I want this to be over so I can go find her. But what am I going to say? Do I just ask her? Will she shut down on me or freak out? Fuck, it’s driving me batshit and also scaring the shit out of me.

“What’s got you all messed up? Since you locked me out of my room, I’m sure you got laid. You shouldn’t be looking like I just took your spot in the draft.”

I snort. “Please. Won’t happen.”

Markus laughs. “Just sayin’. You look like shit.”

“Hungover.”

“No, that’s not it.” I feel him eyeing me. I don’t know how to tell him this, though. Or if I should. It’s no one’s business, not even mine, but I saw it and I don’t know what to do. I need someone to guide me, but I don’t want him knowing that about Avery. Whatever it is.

“What’s up? She break up with you? Or, wait, un-Javery you? Stupid shit.”

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. “No, we’re together now. No more Javery.”

“Thank God,” he moans. “That shit was wack.”

I smile as I watch the next play go. We are cleaning up our game, and I really think we have a chance at the cup this year. We are playing some major teams this year since we moved up into the Big Ten, but I’m ready. I may be nervous, but I’m confident in my team. We’ve got this.

If I can get my head out of my ass and focus.

“Sinclair, I blew the whistle twice!” Coach yells and I look over at him, confused.

“Sorry,” I say as he blows it again and then sends the puck over to me. Taking it, I carry it up, Markus right beside me as we cross the blue line and Gordon digs in to crash the net. Going in with him, I pass it to Markus, who sends it back to Drake. He shoots it, hard, and it whizzes by, hitting Trevor, our goalie, in the chest before rebounding onto Gordon’s stick. He shoots, but it hits the crossbar, coming back to me just as I skate up. Taking it, I pass the puck behind me since I don’t have the shot. But I know Markus does, and it sails right over Trevor’s shoulder.

“Great job!” Coach yells out as I hit my glove to Markus’s. “Okay, everyone. Laps.”

Some groan, but I honestly need to clear my head, and I take the laps as a blessing. As I drift across the ice, I still can’t shake the feeling she only said she wanted to be my girlfriend to keep me from seeing what she was hiding. And that makes me mad. But then, what reasons do I have for that? Am I just jumping to conclusions because I’m confused and worried? How is that helping anything? I need to talk to her, but something about that makes me nervous. She is locked so tight about everything, what will happen if I pry?

Will she call it off?

Fuck, I don’t want that.

But I can’t sit here with this dread in my stomach, hoping she is okay. She always says I won’t understand. And yeah, I don’t understand how she could hurt herself. But if she explained it, maybe I could. Man, what the hell is going on? I just feel sick, and it isn’t from the night of drinking. It’s from being worried sick about her. I don’t want her to hurt.

Digging in, I finish my laps quickly, wanting to get off the ice to shower. I’m the first one done, and while I’m anxious to escape the ice, I know I can’t. I have to push my team, and soon I’m skating with our slowest lapper, Drake.

“You can go, bro,” he says like he always does, but I shake my head.

“Nope, I’m with you to win it.”

He gives me a sheepish grin, and then we are skating in silence. He is a quiet guy, and Lord knows I don’t want to talk right now. As we skate, Coach leans against the board, watching as Drake slows a bit. I can tell he’s getting tired, but I tap his shin.

“Two more.”

“This sucks,” he complains and I nod.

“For sure, but come on.”

He finishes, barely, before heading off the ice. Before I can follow him, though, Coach stops me. “Sinclair.”

I pause, closing the rink door before taking my glove off to unhook my helmet. “Yeah?”

“You okay?”

I nod, pushing my cage up. I look down at my skates, acting as if I’m kicking the ice from them. “Yeah.” It’s still hard to look in this guy’s eyes, but it’s getting better, I think. I hope.

“You seem a little distracted.”

“Yeah, a lot on my mind.”

He nods. “Yeah, Autumn told me your dad is coming to the game.”

I swallow loudly as I pull off my helmet, shaking my hair out. “Yeah.”

“Are you okay with that?”

I shrug. “Yeah, he’s my dad.”

I can tell he wants to say more. Instead, he looks away, clearing his throat. “Okay, well, whatever is distracting you, let it go. You are my leader, my captain for this team. I need you to be on your game, especially with the scouts being here. I’ve been putting in good words for you with all my buddies.”

I smile. “I’ll be one hundred percent. No worries. And thanks a lot, Coach.”

He grins. “You know you can call me River off ice, if you want.”

I jerk my gaze to him, my eyes wide. “No way.”

He laughs. “Too much?”

“Yes,” I gasp. “Even if you marry my mom, you will still be Coach, Coach.”

Jesus, why did I say that? Soon, I’m gagging. I try to hide it, but he laughs harder. “Good to know.”

“Yeah, can I leave now?”

Shaking his head, he asks, “Is this how it’s gonna be between us? You being all weird around me?”

I scrunch my nose up. “You’re dating my mom. It’s weird.”

Rolling his eyes, he grins. “Fine. Go.”

“See ya,” I say, running away as fast as my skates allow me. I really need to accept what is going on between him and my mom, but I’m finding that harder than it probably should be. If she’s happy, I should be… And not want to blow chunks at the thought of him with her.

Ew.

Hitting the showers, I joke with the guys before getting dressed. Coach was right. I am the leader, and I can’t let outside shit mess with me. When I’m on the ice, that’s it. Hockey is the only thing I need to think about, and that’s final.

I just wish I believed I can do what I say.

Because all I can do is think of her.

Worry about her.

“Hey, Sinclair, how many goals you gonna get this year?” someone calls to me. I don’t see who since I’m looking at my Facebook.

Grinning, I look up as Markus says, “Doesn’t matter. I’m getting more.”

Punching his thigh, I laugh. “Please, and you know I’m breaking my record.”

That gets a round of razzing before my phone sounds and my heart jumps in my throat, thinking it’s her. I don’t know if I can be cool, act like I didn’t see what I did. But then I see that it’s Jude.

 

Jude: Call me.

 

Closing my eyes, my heart sinks as I wonder if Lucy talked to him. Instead of calling him, I call her.

“Hey, make it quick. I have a client coming in, like, two minutes.”

“Jesus, you’re busy.”

“Hey, you won’t complain when Christmas comes. What’s up?”

I clear my throat. “Did you talk to Jude?”

“No, I was gonna call him after lunch.”

“He just texted me to call him.”

“Then call him.”

I roll my eyes. “Bye, Lucy.”

“Talk to you later.”

She was no help. Staring down at my phone, I know I need to call him, but I really don’t want to. But I need too. Going to his name, I click it and wait as it rings.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” I say, nervousness eating me alive as I slide my shoes on and lock my bag up. “Bye, everyone,” I call to the guys. “You said to call.”

“Yeah,” he says, and I can hear the frustration in his voice. “I talked to Mom this morning, and she said Dad is coming to the game tomorrow.”

Shit. Swallowing hard as I push through the doors into the cool breeze, I tuck my hand into my pocket and say, “Yeah, he is.”

“Did you ask him to?”

“No,” I say honestly. “But when he asked, I told him when the game was.”

“So you two are talking like that?”

Biting the inside of my cheek, I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “I don’t know, Jude. I don’t know what to say here that isn’t gonna have me watching my back from you and Jay.”

“Well, tell the truth, Jace. I don’t get it. I mean, how can you want someone like that in your life?”

I shake my head. “He’s our dad.”

“He was our dad,” he corrects quickly. “He was stripped of that when he decided some whore was more important than us and his wife. When he raised a hand to our mother and then came at us. Did you forget that?”

Closing my eyes, I swallow hard. “No.”

“Then, what’s the problem? Are you really that spoiled that you can’t care for yourself?”

“No, I can. I am, but I feel shitty just cutting him off when he helped me out at the start of the year.”

“But you don’t feel shitty you’re hurting Mom?”

“No, I do, Jude. Come on, man, you know I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“I do know that,” he says and then inhales. “I think that’s what I’m so mad about, because you don’t want to hurt anyone. But the thing is, you’re gonna be the one hurt, and all of us are gonna have to watch it. I won’t tell you I told you so because there is no need, you’ll know it. But, man, separate yourself now before it’s too late.”

“Okay,” I say softly, my heart pounding in my chest. “I hear you.”

“Good.”

“I should have called you and told you.”

“You should have. But whatever, it’s fine,” he says offhandedly and shame drowns me. “Just be careful, Jace.”

“I hear you.”

“I told Jayden and he told me to handle it ’cause he was worried he’d say something that really hurts you.”

“Well, thanks,” I say because I know that to be true. Jayden’s temper is something scary, especially when it comes to my dad.

“Okay, I love you. See you tomorrow.”

“Love you, bye.”

Hanging up, I don’t feel better. I know calling Jayden will probably only make me feel worse, but I dial his number anyway.

“Hey,” he barks and my heart drops. Maybe I shouldn’t have done this.

“Listen, I know Jude told you, and I wanted to call and say I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine, Jace. We’ll deal as a family. He doesn’t matter. All that matters is watching you kick ass.”

I smile because it’s so unlike him to say that when it comes to our dad. He would rather cuss me out than say something like that. “Did Baylor tell you to say that?”

He laughs. “No, Mom.”

That only makes my heart hurt more. “Maybe I should tell him not to come.”

“No point. He’ll come anyway, and Mom doesn’t care. Really. But listen, I’m walking into practice. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Cool. I really am sorry, and I love you.”

I can hear the grin in his voice. “Yeah, you’re lucky I still love you too.”

“I am,” I say and he laughs before saying good-bye. Why don’t I feel better? Pulling my phone from my face, I see a message came through while I was on the phone.

 

Mom: Don’t beat yourself about your dad. I love you more than anything in this world, and I promise I’m not upset. He has nothing over me anymore. My main concern is you, your brothers, Lucy, Angie, and my daughters-in-law. I love you, don’t be upset.

 

I let out a long breath as I shake my head. I know I shouldn’t beat myself up, but I am. I should have told him he couldn’t come.

 

Me: I don’t deserve such a great mom like you.

Mom: I say the same thing about you and your brothers and sister. I don’t know how I got so lucky to have four beautiful children who bring me such joy, but I am. Trust and believe, my love, you deserve the best. So don’t you think at all about what is going on in the stands tomorrow. All you worry about is being the best. Because you are just that, the best damn player ever… Don’t tell your brothers I said that.

Me: Oh no, I am.

Mom: I can still take you over my knee.

Me: Lips are sealed.

Mom: Better. All right, I love you, Jace.

Me: I love you.

 

And while I’m sure that was supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t.

I only feel worse.
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Slipping my phone into my pocket, I start for the coffee shop, but I don’t get far before Markus is walking beside me.

“Ready to tell me what has you all icky?”

“Icky? I’m pretty sure men don’t use that word,” I say and he grins.

“I do, so stop changing the subject and tell me what’s going on.”

Shrugging, I know I can’t tell him about Avery, but I can tell him about my family. He’s basically a part of it. “I talked to Lucy yesterday, and she said she was gonna talk to my mom about my dad coming to the game tomorrow.”

Concern fills his features as his caramel eyes burn into mine. “Is she okay?”

Like I said, he’s pretty much family and loves my mom like I do. “Yeah, she said it isn’t about him, it’s about me. He has no hold on her.”

“That’s good,” Markus says with a nod. “So what’s wrong?”

“Well, Jude was mad and so was Jayden. But not because I invited him or, really, just told him when the game is. They’re mad that I’m setting myself up to get hurt.”

Crossing his arms, he looks at me. “I mean, he is a douche.”

“I know, but I haven’t taken anything from him since the first week of classes. He told me to quit my job, that he’d pay for anything I need, and I’m not going to do that. I don’t plan on telling him about any more games. I’m gonna distance myself.”

“Are you okay with that?”

I shrug, unsure. “I mean, I don’t know. I guess if I really wanted a relationship with him, I wouldn’t feel bad every time I get off the phone with him. It’s almost like I’m being fake with him just to get what I need, and I don’t like that. I’m not that person, you know?”

“Yeah, I agree.”

“So I’m gonna keep my distance.”

“Cool, I support this decision. But I’m gonna need you to let it go because we have a game tomorrow and we are winning, Sinclair.”

Grinning, I bump shoulders with him. “Got you, Reeves.”

“Okay, hit me up if you need anything. I’ve got class, and then I’m meeting Mekena for dinner.”

“Mekena?” I ask, waggling my brows at him, and he rolls his eyes.

“Dude, she’s hot. But really, let’s be honest. I’m a junior, she’s a freshman—it probably won’t last long. Unlike you and Avs.”

I like that he thinks Avery and I will last. I pray he’s right. But those marks are still screaming in my mind. Flashing at me, telling me something is wrong. Swallowing back the emotion in my throat, I nod. “For sure. I’ll holler.”

“See ya.”

As he veers off from me, I tuck my hands in my pockets to keep away the chill. While yesterday was a nice, hot day, today Old Man Winter has decided to make his debut. I doubt he’ll stay long, but jeez, it’s cold. As I walk, though, the weather doesn’t keep my attention for long, and soon Avery is back, front and center. As she always is. I usually have a plan for everything, but the fact that she has done anything and everything to keep me from seeing the marks on her thighs makes me believe it is a sore subject. One she isn’t going to tell me about freely.

As I turn around the Art building to get to the coffee shop, I can’t stop thinking about them. I’m remembering all the times she pulled down her shirt or used a blanket to hide behind. Or a pillow, or hell, even me. I mean, all the signs were there, and I never noticed them because I was too hung up on her. All she had to do was look at me, lock me in that gorgeous gaze of hers, and it was like a Mack truck had run me over. I can’t let her do that anymore. I have to know the truth, but it sucks because I know she isn’t going to tell me what happened willingly.

And that isn’t right.

Is it?

Shit.

This is supposed to be easy, great, even. But I’m stressing because I know this is going to put a wedge between us. She already had one hell of a wall put up between us, and I just ignored it. I took what she gave me and I fell. Hard. But now I want the part of her behind the wall, and it turns out it’s a huge fucking wall. Like Great Wall of China huge, and I’m unsure if I can get over that thing.

Not without her help.

And I don’t see her lending a hand.

Walking down the strip, I feel like so much is sitting on my chest. I’m nervous how tomorrow is going to go with my whole family under one roof. I’m worried about Avery and our relationship, and then there’s the fact I have interviews coming up. I’m usually not too concerned with them since I’m amazing and everyone loves me, but they are my future. Plus, everyone is razzing me about breaking my record from last year. That shouldn’t worry me, but what if I don’t? What if I’m declining at nineteen years old? I don’t feel like I’m declining, but shit, could I be?

Man, I need sleep.

I do. I’ve never gone this long without a full night’s sleep. But all I can think is that if my dad does fuck me over, I have to have something to fall back on. I have to study because what if I don’t make the draft because I could be declining. I need to graduate. Shit, what is wrong with me? Why do I feel like everything is a fucking mess?

“Hey, you.”

Coming to a halt in front of Avery to keep from running her over, I feel my eyes go wide and she laughs. Letting out a breath, I say, “Shit, I didn’t even see you.”

She grins jokingly. “Well, thanks!”

I run my hands through my hair. “Sorry, out of it.”

Her brows come together as she looks up at me. I can see her grin falling and worry filling her face. Damn it, I didn’t mean to do that. Shit. I need to get it together, fast.

Before I can say something, who the hell knows what, she says, “Um, yeah, I’d say so since I’ve been standing in front of you for the last minute and you haven’t kissed me.” Wringing her fingers together, she looks up at me through her lashes, unsure of herself. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” I say quickly, taking her face in mine and dropping my mouth to hers. Holding my wrists, she melts under my kiss, and man, it feels good. She feels good. I needed this. I needed her mouth on mine to make me feel normal and not like I’m losing my shit. Pulling away, I lean my head to hers, my eyes closed as I suck in a deep breath. “I needed that.”

She smiles, her eyes searching mine. “You okay?”

I nod, even though it’s not true. I’m the furthest thing from okay, but can I tell her that? What if she has her own shit she’s dealing with? Fuck, why won’t she just let me in! Letting out a breath, I shake my head. “Just a lot on my mind.”

“Wanna share?”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I shrug. I wasn’t going to, I wasn’t, but then I’m unloading on her. I let her know about what happened with my family today, and how my mom loves me no matter what, even when I don’t deserve it. I tell her how I’m thinking of distancing myself from my dad, and then I somehow get into the fact that I’m declining in hockey. And when I finish, I swear I sound like a crazy person.

But when I meet her gaze, she isn’t looking at me like I am. She has nothing but concern in her eyes. Genuine concern for me. Clearing my throat, I say, “And then last night is really fucking with me.”

Her brows come together then. “What about last night?”

“I’m worried you only asked me to ask you to be my girlfriend because I kinda almost raped you.”

I know I didn’t, but I want to test the word out. See if it makes her flinch, but it doesn’t. Instead, she’s shaking her head, a grin pulling at her lips. “Jace. Be real. But before we get to that, let’s address everything else,” she says simply, her eyes on me as she laces her fingers with mine. “You aren’t declining, you’re just tired, baby. You are working yourself ragged. Between working, practice, school, and me, you have no time for you. To reboot. You need that.”

She’s right, but when? I have no time.

Before I can tell her that, she goes on, “Your family loves you no matter what and supports you. You said sorry, you owned up to your mistakes. There is nothing else you can do. Just accept it and let it go, or you are gonna drive yourself mad.”

Taking a step toward me, she wraps her arms around my waist, holding my hands with hers as her head falls back to look up at me. “And about last night, you in no way ‘kinda raped me.’ I asked you to ask me last night because I realized that I wanted to be your girlfriend. That we were never in the Javery zone. We were already in a relationship; I was just too scared to label it. And while I still am scared, I don’t want to be anything but your girlfriend.”

She says it from her heart. I can see that, hear it. For some reason, that calms me. Knocks a load off my chest. Hell, everything she said helps. I don’t know how to explain it, but she calms me. But still, the marks are there, taunting me. As I look into her eyes, I want to say something, I do. But her face is so bright. She looks so happy, and I don’t want to ruin that. I can’t ruin it.

“Blame it on the alcohol if you want, but I think it was when you held me after my almost panic attack,” she adds, her eyes searching mine. “Believe me, I want to be your girlfriend.”

Biting into my lip, I look away. “Are you gonna tell me why you almost had a panic attack?”

She shrugs. “One day.”

“Today?”

She shakes her head. “This isn’t about me. It’s about you, Jace. You need sleep, baby.”

Damn it. This is not going to be easy. “You’re right.”

“I am,” she says with a wink. “Now, why don’t you go home and go to sleep?”

“I have another shift at the shop. I doubled up so I don’t have to work on game day.”

“Okay. Well, go home afterward and sleep till tomorrow.”

“You don’t want to meet up?” I ask, moving my fingers through her long hair. “Thought maybe we could hang tonight?”

And maybe I can grow the balls to ask her about the marks.

“Not tonight. I have a date with Angie.”

“Angie?” I ask, confused. “My Angie?”

She grins. “Yup, Lucy Facebooked and asked me if I wanted to come up to the shop and make posters for tomorrow’s game with Angie. She’s been asking for me, you know, because I’m her new favorite.”

I scoff. “Please, I got years in on that kid. She is loyal to me. But cool, I’ll come.”

But she shakes her head. “No, you go sleep. Jace, you need it. You’re thinking you’re declining. That’s crazy talk from you, especially when you are amazing at everything you do.”

My lips curve and I know she’s right, but still, I want to see her tonight. “Counter offer?”

Her brow quirks up, a grin pulling at her lips. “I’m listening.”

“It’s only a two-hour shift. I’m covering for Chase while he does a supply run, no big deal. I’ll be home by two, and then I’ll sleep until you come back from my sister’s.”

She eyes me and then leans into me, going up on her tippy toes to kiss my chin. “Deal.”

Wrapping my arms around her waist, I kiss her nose. “Good.”

“You’re lucky I want to see you, like, all the time.”

“I am,” I agree, running my nose along hers. “Thanks for listening.”

She sighs at me, her arms tightening around me. “That’s what you do in a relationship, catch the crazy and help tuck it back in.”

Searching her eyes, I wonder if she is listening to herself. Doesn’t she realize I’d do the same for her? When she glares, I know she sees it in my eyes. “Shut up.”

“Just sayin’.”

“Yeah, yeah, give me a kiss. I gotta go to class.”

I go to drop my lips to hers, but then I pause. “Why were you over here?”

“Had to get some equipment so Todd and I can work on our set for this weekend. I’m on my way to meet him.”

Instant jealousy eats me alive as I look down at her. They have been practicing for a while, and I don’t like it. While she says they are just friends, I’m pretty sure Todd wants more. How could he not? She’s amazing and gorgeous, with a huge wall keeping everyone out. Not that he knows that part. But she’s hot, and I don’t miss the way people look at her. Hell, the way Todd looks at her.

“Don’t look at me like that. We’re friends. I’m your girlfriend, remember?”

“Thank God,” I say, cuddling her up in my arms. “But still, blow him off. Sing with me.”

That has her bubbling with laughter. “Ha! No. Our duet was a one-time thing, and I still can’t believe you lied to me about being able to sing.”

I feign hurt. “What? Are you saying I can’t sing?”

Grinning at me, she searches my eyes. “Please tell me you know you aren’t good?”

I grin. “Yeah, yeah, shut up,” I say, squeezing her, which makes her giggle.

“But yeah, don’t worry about Todd. I’ve got my eyes only on you,” she says with a wink.

“You better keep them there,” I warn and she nods.

“No problem,” she promises and then we are kissing. I melt into her kisses as our lips tangle and our tongues dance. Her lips are flawless and everything I crave. If I didn’t feel good before her lips touched mine, I feel amazing now. I’m not sure why her kisses take my breath away like this or even why it feels like the first time every time, but I fucking love it.

I love her.

Ah, damn it.
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Walking toward my bag, I reach for my phone to see if Jace has texted me. I’ve been so worried about him since I left him at the coffee shop. He just looks so tired and worn-down. I wish I could have talked him out of working, to just go straight home to sleep, but he’s too proud. He wants to prove he can do it all, and I wish he’d slow down. We’re going to have to talk because his sleep is imperative and he hasn’t been getting any, especially when we’ve been spending every moment together. Unlike me, where I only have to worry about classes and my gigs, he has hockey, work, and classes, not to mention his family. And he’s stressing himself out.

Finally unearthing my phone from my bag, I see that Jace did text me, right at two fifteen, too.

 

Jace: I’m home. In my bed. I wish you were here though. Call me when you leave my sister’s.

 

I smile, but I won’t call him. I’m going to let him sleep and just head over when I get done. I should probably let him sleep the whole night, but I know he’ll be upset if I don’t come over tonight. Plus, I want to go. I miss him. Like, all the time, and I want to be with him. Gah, I still can’t believe he questioned that. I feel like he’s been hinting that he wants more for a while. And now that I’m down, he thinks it’s not real? That I was just saying that to cover up for what happened? That irritates me. I know it shouldn’t, but it does because I meant it. I want to be with him.

But I know he wants to know stuff.

My past.

My demons that I’ve locked up tight.

And I’m unsure how to tell him, but I know I need to.

Letting out a long breath, I leave the music department building and walk out to the parking lot to my car. I guess I could just tell him one thing at a time, but to be honest, I don’t want to. I don’t ever want to tell anyone that. I don’t want to relive it, but I know him. I know he wants to know. It’s my fault. I make comments about it and then hide behind the wall I have between us. Only coming out when I want.

And that’s not fair to him.

If I really want to do this, if I want to try to give him my heart, I have to give him all of it. I have to be honest. I just do. But it’s so freaking hard. Things may be easy between us, but admitting things I’ve done everything to hide and never talk about is frightening. I don’t even like talking to my therapist about it, which is probably why I’m dragging ass to my car. I don’t really like the new one here in Nashville, which is probably the only thing I don’t like in this state. But my mom says he’s the best and I should keep going. That I need to go.

When my phone starts to ring, I pull it out and grin.

Think of the devil and he shall appear.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hey, honey, what are you up to?”

“About to drive to Dr. Glasscoy’s office.”

“Oh, have you started to like him?”

“Eh, he’s not Dr. Perry.”

“Oh, you’ll get used to him. But actually, Dr. Perry is the reason I’m calling,” she says and my heart picks up. What does my old therapist have to do with her calling? Of course, within seconds, I’ve already decided I’m dying from a rare brain defect. Thankfully before I start crying, my mom says, “So don’t get upset, but your dad forgot to get your ticket for the opening game.”

I roll my eyes as I start my car. “But Matty said he bought ours.”

“No, he bought Laurence’s and Matty’s, but not yours because he was unsure what your plans were.”

“Whatever,” I say, annoyed. “I’m good. I won’t come.”

It’s not like I wanted to anyway.

“Avery Rose, don’t overreact. I got your plane ticket—I want to see you,” she says softly. “I miss you so.”

“I miss you,” I say and I do, but I wish I missed her more. I wish I had to talk to her daily, like Jace does. Or even my brothers or my dad, but I don’t. And apparently, they don’t need to talk to me either. What else is new, though?

“So Dr. Perry wants to see you one last time, get your meds right before you transfer to Dr. Glasscoy permanently. I think we were all hoping you’d have come home by now.”

Glaring at the car in front of me, I say, “Nope, I love it here.”

“That’s good,” she says, but I don’t think she means it. “So things are good?”

“Yeah, they are great.”

“Good, so you met someone?”

I pause. How did she know that? “Yeah. His name is Jace.”

“Yeah, Matty told me about it.”

I wait for more. The, who is he? Is he cute? Do you like him? But nothing. She says nothing. And why do I want to cry? Fighting back the tears, I say, “Yeah, I haven’t spoken to Matty or anyone in the last couple weeks.”

“Everyone is so busy, you know that,” she says and that annoys me. She’s always making excuses for them, for herself. Everyone is always so busy, can’t ever make time for me. But yet, they’ve been trying to force me to go to a game where I’ll sit in the corner while they all talk and watch the game. Then we’ll go to dinner where they’ll all talk hockey, and I’ll sit there. The outcast. Lord knows no one asks me how I’m doing or what I want. Ask me how my music is going, nope. Nothing. I’m nothing to these people.

Fucking awesome.

“Yeah,” I say, letting out a breath. “So I gotta go. I’m here.”

“Okay, talk to you later. Love you.”

“Yeah, love you,” I say before hanging up the phone, but I don’t get out of the car. Looking up at the building that holds my doctor’s office, I don’t want to go in. I don’t want to sit there and talk about nothing because that’s what I will do. I won’t talk about what happened. There is no need to. It’s over, and I haven’t had the urge to hurt myself in months. I’m good. I don’t need this place.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I look down at my phone, wanting so badly to call Jace. I didn’t tell him I had therapy today, so I don’t know why I want to call him and bitch about going. He wouldn’t understand, and then he’d want to know why. I can’t call my mom because she’ll just force me to go. I have no one to call, no one who would understand.

Blinking back the tears, I hate the lonesome feeling that starts to engulf me. I hate when this happens. It hasn’t happened in weeks, but soon, I’m bracing my hands against the steering wheel, drawing in deep breaths as my heart pounds in my chest. It’s like everything is hitting me at once. Knowing I have to tell Jace about my past and worrying about his mental state because he is pushing himself way too much. Going to see my family in a couple of weeks and the fact that no one cares to talk to me. They are supposed to be my family. Above all that, I’m sitting in a car, alone, freaking out because I feel abandoned.

I feel like I can’t control anything. That I can’t make my family love me the way they should, that I can’t make Jace understand my issues without telling him. That I can’t stop thinking about what I did, or Caleb and the pain he caused. I don’t even know why it’s been heavy on my mind, but it has been and I can’t control it. And I sure as hell can’t control what I feel for Jace. Not even kind of. I’m just falling. What happens when I share what happened, and he isn’t there to catch me? No, I have to control it. I have to go slow. I have to. I have to control it.

I don’t know if I can.

But I do know what I can control.

And that’s how far the knife goes into my skin.

Fuck me.

Covering my face, I let out a yell of frustration as tears sting my eyes. Didn’t I just say I haven’t had the urge? That I don’t even want to do it? But then my mom calls, and everything just starts to drown me.

I need to go inside.

Yeah, I need to go inside.

Throwing the car door open, I walk inside, pushing back my tears.

Because I just want to be done with this.

I want to be strong.
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When I get to Lucy’s design office, I actually feel better. Dr. Glasscoy isn’t Dr. Perry, but today he was good. I think he knew when I walked in that I was on the verge of having a panic attack or that I was two seconds from finding something sharp, and he talked me through it. He suggested upping my meds and plans on calling Dr. Perry to get her opinion. I don’t know, I just wish it would go away, that I can be normal. But apparently, I wasn’t handed that hand, and I have to play with the cards I have.

I can do this. I know I can.

I just have to believe in myself.

And not get overwhelmed.

Drawing in a breath through my nose, I let it out through my mouth and then push the door open. When Lucy asked me to come by, I was excited to spend time with Angie and even Lucy. But now, I’m nervous. What if she decides she doesn’t like me and tells Jace to break up with me? He’d do it. I know he would because his family is everything to him. I’m just the girlfriend, the one who has a wall up. He may be committed to me, but he doesn’t love me like he loves them. Hell, he probably doesn’t even love me. How could he? I’m no one special.

“No. Stop,” I say to myself as I slam the door shut. “This isn’t you.”

It isn’t. Did I forget my meds today? I did since I slept at Jace’s. No wonder I’m so messed up. Looking up at the sign that reads, “Let Lucy Design You,” I wonder if I should just go back home. Maybe it isn’t a good idea to hang with everyone when I’m so fucked in the head. But before I can even try to get away, Angie is barreling out of the building and crashing into me, her little arms hugging me tightly as she grins up at me.

“You’re here!”

I put on a smile, the tears still burning my eyes as I look down at her sweet face. She looks just like Lucy, dark hair with bright green eyes and pale skin. She’s a beautiful child, and I do want to spend some time with her. I just really don’t know if I’m in a good place.

But I can’t let her down.

Swallowing hard, I say, “I am. Are you ready?”

“Yup! Come on, Mommy got us all kinds of stuff. So much glitter!”

“I do love glitter,” I say and she grins.

“Me too!” She pulls me along. Looking up, I see that Lucy is at the entryway, a smile on her face as she holds the door for us.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” I say as we pass through. When the door shuts, she locks it. “You done for today?”

“I am. I didn’t want to ask you to drive all the way out to the house. Plus, my mom has Jude and Claire there right now visiting, so I figured we could hang here and do the posters.”

“Cool,” I say as Angie drags me into a conference room that is full of posters and art supplies.

“You okay?”

Looking back at Lucy, I nod. “I’m fine.” She eyes me, though, and nervousness eats me alive as I redirect my gaze to Angie. Can she tell I’m fucked up? “Ready?”

“Yeah!”

We get to work. Even Lucy helps and I start to feel so much better being with them. Angie is energetic and funny, reminding me so much of Jace that I start to miss him desperately. Unlike how she usually is when Jace is around, Lucy is great. I mean, she is with Jace too, but usually, all her attention is on him, tormenting him. It’s nice just us, but what I love most is that, like her brother, she looks me square in the eye as she talks to me.

“So where is my brother?”

I smile as I draw a very elaborate hockey scene for Angie to color. “He’s sleeping. He needs it.”

“Running himself into the ground?”

“Yeah,” I say with a nod. “He gets up at like four and goes into the coffee shop, then goes to practice at eight, and has classes till four most days. He doesn’t sleep much.”

“Yeah, he can do that sometimes. You should have seen him at Worlds. Jesus, I thought my mom was gonna have a heart attack, she was so worried about him. But he was so excited and nervous, he didn’t sleep. It showed so much in the first game that his coach at the time told my mom to drug him. It was funny.”

“Yeah, he told me today that he is declining as a player.”

She shakes her head with a laugh. “Yeah, he must need sleep if he doesn’t think he’s amazing or awesome every second of the day.”

I grin because she is very right, but her earlier comment is still bothering me. “So, you went to Worlds with him?”

She nods. “Oh, yeah. I go to everything for all of them. We are very supportive when it comes to our dreams. I was even pregnant during Worlds with little butt here.”

Angie flashes her a grin as I watch her. “So you like hockey?”

“I love it,” Lucy says with a grin. “It’s a huge part of my family.”

“Yeah, mine too. But I don’t like it,” I admit. I immediately wish I hadn’t. Why does it matter? We are obviously two different people. She wouldn’t understand.

“Why’s that?”

Swallowing hard, I look away. “It always came first; what I wanted was never given a thought.”

When she doesn’t say anything, I look up at her and her face is scrunched up in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I have three brothers, two older and a twin. They all play and so we were all over the place. No one ever had time for anything I wanted to do.”

“So you didn’t do anything? Just travel with them?”

Like I thought, she doesn’t understand. Who could? I mean, what family alienates their child and doesn’t consider what they want? Her family isn’t like that. They all stand behind each other, cheering them on. I’ve never been told that my family was proud of me. Disappointed, though, I got that on lock.

“Yup, I was the official stick-carrier and popcorn-getter, though. So I guess I did big things.”

Reaching out, she cups my shoulder. “That blows, Avery. I’m sorry.”

“Eh, it’s whatever. I’m happier now that I’m doing what I want.”

“Good, you should be. I know I am. I’m living my dreams, and I couldn’t be happier.”

I smile. “Jace told me about your ex. I admire how you came back from that.”

Her smile drops as she presses her lips together. It’s like fun, happy Lucy is gone, and I find myself scared of the Lucy who is twirling a pen in her hand. Looking up at me, she shrugs. “Yeah, thanks. He’s a sore subject. I was young and stupid when I met him. I fell and it went badly, but I learned from my mistakes. That’s what you do. You learn and you grow from your past. It’s taken me a long time to learn that. Now that I have, I’m in a better place.”

I don’t say anything as I stare into her pain-filled eyes. I know that I don’t know even half of what happened—I’m sure Jace doesn’t even know—but Lucy’s eyes show it. She may not have physical scars, like I do, from her past, but she has scars nonetheless. That dude did a number on her, and still, she lived her dreams. She’s moved on; she’s a great mom and a great sister. She doesn’t want anything but to succeed, and I want that more than anything.

“I want to be just like you when I grow up,” I admit and she laughs out loud.

“What? You’re crazy! I’m a mess.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re remarkable. Really, a great mom, a successful business owner, a great sister and daughter—you’re superawesome.”

She waves me off. “Hardly, but thank you. You know I have my demons, Avery. Everyone does, but you just gotta grow from them.”

“I hear ya,” I say and I do. I need to grow.

“Now, if I can only apply that logic to relationships, I’d be great.”

I smile. “Trouble dating?”

She shrugs. “I have trust issues, obviously. And also, I don’t want to bring anyone around her,” she says, nodding her head toward Angie. “It’s not only how I feel about someone, it’s about how she feels.”

“Yeah,” I say, tucking a curl behind Angie’s ear. She grins at me and then goes back to work.

“One day, though,” she says softly. “I think. I don’t know.” She laughs. “I’m getting used to be alone, but I want to have that one person who gets me. Who holds me at night, and no matter how bitchy I’m being or how bad my day is, his kiss will make it all go away.” I exhale with a grin on my face as her lips curve in somewhat of a smile. “You know all about that. I see how you two look at each other.”

My cheeks warm as I shrug. “He’s great.”

“He is,” she agrees. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly, and he loves with all his heart. No sixteen-year-old wants to babysit a baby, but Jace did, and he did it perfectly. But he’s loyal to a fault, which is why we are all so worried about my dad and him.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “We’ve talked about that a lot. That came up today after he told me he’s declining in hockey.”

She rolls her eyes. “He’s insane.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Good, and believe me, I don’t want to sound like one of those crazy, overprotective sisters, but…” She pauses when I meet her gaze. Her eyes are dark, serious, and a little bit of fear settles in my stomach as she holds my gaze. “He is my favorite, really, and I would do anything for him. So please don’t make me kill you, because you seem like a great girl and Angie loves you. But if you hurt him, I will be that crazy, overprotective sister everyone is afraid of.”

I don’t want to smile, but I can’t help it because it’s just all so amazing and cute. Jace is so lucky. Nodding my head, my lips curving, I say, “I won’t hurt him.”

“Good, and he won’t hurt you. Believe me. He won’t.”

“I hope you’re right.”

She gives me a deadpan look. “I’m always right.”

“My uncle Jude says she isn’t, though,” Angie pipes up and that has us both laughing as Angie giggles along with us.

I’m glad I came.

But most of all, I hope she is right.

Because I can’t handle being hurt again.
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I wake to the sound of someone climbing into my bed.

Alarmed, I sit up quickly just as Avery pauses, a grin on her face as she looks at me. “Hey, just me, killer.”

Letting out the breath I was holding, I reach for her and she falls on me, an airy giggle leaving her sweet lips. I nuzzle into her chest, and she wraps her arms around my head as I close my eyes. “Hey.”

“Have a good nap?”

“Yeah,” I admit and it really was. I feel recharged, like I could take on anything. But then, I could probably sleep until tomorrow with no problem at all. I got lucky because Markus had to go out to dinner with his dad, so there were no distractions at all as I slept. It was glorious, but being in her arms is ten times better. Holding me tightly, she kisses the top of my head and I melt against her. I don’t know how I missed her during my exhausted state but I did, and I’m so glad she’s here. Moving my head out from the middle of her chest, I ask, “How was your day?”

“Busy,” she whispers, her fingers moving through my hair. “But I had a blast with Angie and Lucy.”

I snort. “You mean Angie, right?”

Her body shakes with laughter. “No, I said it right. Both of them. Lucy is fun.”

“Hardly. She’s hateful,” I accuse with a grin, and she continues to giggle.

“No, she is awesome. Really, she even threatened me if I hurt you.”

That has me raising my head. “Really?”

“Yes.” Her eyes are dancing with laughter, but I still have a hard time believing that.

“My sister? That’s crazy ’cause she didn’t threaten Claire or Baylor.”

“Well, she did say you were her favorite.”

“Damn right,” I say confidently before kissing her chin. “Maybe I do like her.”

“Oh, hush.” She smacks my arm. “But really, I had a blast. Made my shit day better.”

“It was shit?”

She shrugs. “Just been off.”

“Really? You seemed fine when I saw you.”

“Yeah, but then my mom called, and talking to her just exhausted me. Apparently, my dad forgot to buy my ticket for the game during my trip to New Jersey in two weeks.”

“I thought your whole family was gonna be there?”

“Exactly, but the excuse was he forgot mine ’cause he didn’t know what was going on, but it’s whatever. And then she brought you up but didn’t even want to know anything about you. It’s just annoying.”

Tightening my hold on her, I kiss the side of her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s whatever,” she says again, but I can tell it hurt her feelings. I don’t blame her. I would be upset too, and shame on them for making her feel like that.

“Maybe you shouldn’t go to New Jersey.”

She looks up, moving her fingers along the hair that’s hanging in my eyes. “Yeah, I considered that, but I have a doctor’s appointment I have to go to.”

“For?”

She pauses, her fingers twirling my hair, and I wait. Briefly meeting my gaze, she looks away quickly, and I know she is holding back again. I want to shake her, tell her I’m here to listen, but she is silent as she plays with my hair. “Avery?” I ask and she shrugs.

“Just doctor stuff, nothing to worry about.”

That makes my eye twitch, and I take ahold of her hand, capturing her gaze. “What for? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she insists. “It’s just my therapist. She wants to see me one last time before I transfer down here.”

Therapist? Okay.

“Okay,” I say slowly, waiting for her to go on. But it appears she isn’t going to. “Why do you go to a therapist?”

Swallowing hard, she looks up at me and shrugs. “For therapy.”

I try not to glare, but come on. Really? “No shit, Sherlock. For what?”

“Um, well, just stuff. I have issues.”

“Like?” Jesus, this is like pulling teeth!

“Why does it matter?” she asks before sitting up. “They don’t affect you. I’m fine.”

“But they affect you,” I say, sitting up, my eyes searching hers. “Why won’t you just tell me?”

“Because it’s nothing, really. It’s silly. I’m fine as long as I take my meds. I promise.”

What the hell?

“You’re on meds?”

Not looking at me, she shrugs. “Yeah.”

“Okay, and what happens if you don’t take them?”

“Then I’m not okay,” she says, frustration lacing her tone. “But, let’s forget this, okay? You need to rest. You have a game tomorrow.”

“I don’t care,” I say sternly. “I want to know what is going on. What do you mean, you’re not fine if you don’t take your meds? What happens?”

“Nothing, Jace. Please, let’s rest.”

“What, do you cut yourself?” I blurt out. And really, I did that? I mean, come on. Why the ever-loving fuck did I do it like that?

She still holds my gaze, but her mouth parts and I don’t miss the way her hands cover the inside of her thighs as her breathing picks up. Her eyes look as if they can’t believe I said that, and I can’t believe I did either. I’m sure I could have gone a different route, but we are here, and it’s time to discuss this. I never pussyfoot around anything, and I won’t do it any longer. If she wants to be with me, then she is going to be with me. All of her.

But the silence stretches between us as we keep staring at each other, neither us moving. I’m not even sure I’m breathing as I wait for her to say something. Swallowing hard, I continue to wait. Surely, she is going to say something, but yet she doesn’t. She’s just staring at me, her eyes wide. And I don’t understand.

Finally, she gasps, “What?”

“I saw the marks on your thighs,” I admit and she looks away, drawing in a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking about them all day, about you. And I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think you did them to yourself. If I’m wrong, please correct me. But tell me something, Avery. Please. I’m worried.”

She brings her lips between her teeth, and I watch as she draws in a breath through her nose and lets it back out. Red splotches start to appear on her neck, her breasts, and even her cheeks as time passes. I swear, it’s so quiet, I can hear the traffic outside, but I wait. I give her time, and hopefully, she sees that I’m here for her. That I want to support her.

She swallows hard, a tear rolling down her cheek and off her jaw before she looks up, her watery gaze meeting mine. “Yeah. I did.”

Did. Okay.

Reaching out, I go to take her hands, but she doesn’t move them. Doesn’t lace her fingers with mine like she usually does. She’s frozen, the only thing moving the tears rolling down her face.

“I didn’t want to make you cry,” I whisper, still trying to hold her hands, but she isn’t letting me.

“And I never wanted you to see them,” she says as she sniffles. Since she won’t let me hold her hands, I reach out, wiping away each tear that feels like a knife in my heart. “But I guess you would sooner rather than later.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She gives me a deadpan look. “How do you tell someone you used to cut yourself to feel alive? How does that make sense, you know?”

My heart is pounding, the hair on my arms standing at attention as my heart breaks for this girl.

“I go to therapy for it, for my depression and my anxiety. Yeah, I’m pretty fucked up.”

Whoa. Okay. This is okay. “No, you’re not.”

“No, I am, and you want out. I see it in your eyes. I’ll go.” When she tries to move, I take ahold of her, stopping her. There is no way in hell she is leaving this room thinking that nonsense.

“Um, no, you’re seeing the wrong thing. I’m concerned, Avery—I don’t want out. Stop. Breathe,” I say because she’s starting to shake. “Just breathe.”

She tries to move out of my arms, but I bear-hug her, holding her in place as she fights. But she doesn’t last long before she starts to sob in my arms. I don’t know what to do, what to say, so I just hold her as she cries. Soon, she relaxes against me, her face in my neck as she sucks in breaths and lets them out.

“I just don’t want to seem weak in front of you, and that’s why I didn’t want to tell you.”

“You’re not weak, Avery.”

“Yes, I am.” She pulls back to look at me. Her face is completely red, snot is escaping her nose, and her bottom lip is trembling. She looks downright pitiful and it’s killing me.

“No, I don’t see that.”

“Because you don’t know this part of me.”

“And even when I know this part, I still won’t see you as weak. I’ll see you as someone who is fighting to stay afloat. And the thing is, you don’t have to fight alone, Avery. I’m here for you.”

Her lips tremble more as she looks away, wiping her face, and my heart really can’t take it. I don’t want her to cry, I don’t want her to feel weak, not when I see this amazing, strong woman.

“A weak person wouldn’t leave what they know for something new to pursue their dreams. A weak person wouldn’t try to be with someone after being hurt by another. You’re not weak, Avery.”

“Fine, I’m pathetic since I did it because of him. I did it because it was the only thing I could control since I couldn’t control how he treated me or what he said to me.” She pauses, sucking in a deep breath. “He was just awful to me, Jace. And I know you don’t understand any of this, but that’s ’cause you didn’t go through life with no one caring about you. Finally, I thought I’d found someone who cared about me, but then it went bad. I’d wanted so badly for it to work that when it didn’t, I had to feel something, so I cut myself.”

She chances a glance at me, and hell, I don’t know what my face is saying, but it must be bad because she looks away, a sob tearing from her. Swallowing hard around my emotions that want to escape, I reach out, taking her hands in mine, kissing the back of them. She looks up at me, her eyes softening as I meet her gaze again.

“Okay. But, Avery, you learned from it, right? You haven’t done it since? It ended because he’s gone?” I ask, hopeful, but when her eyes avert down, my heart sinks.

“Yeah, yeah. And I promise, I haven’t done it in months, almost ten, but I thought about it today when I got overwhelmed. But I didn’t have my meds today ’cause I slept over.”

“Okay,” I say softly. “But you didn’t cut.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Then you’re winning, baby. Don’t beat yourself up. You’re fighting this.” She still won’t look at me or even agree that I’m right. Who knows if I am, but I’m trying. I don’t know what to say, and hell, I don’t understand it. But those scars are a part of her, and I love everything about her. Even the dents and bruises—or cuts in this case.

“Avery, look at me.”

When she looks up, her tears rolling down in rivers, I frame her face. “This doesn’t change anything or how I feel about you.”

“It should. You should run,” she cries as our fingers lace together. “I don’t want you to, though, if that counts for anything.”

Could my heart break any more for this girl? I’m sure it can, but man, she’s killing me while also provoking such rage against her family and the douche who hurt her. How dare they? How could they not see her begging for attention, for love? It’s just not fair, but I swear to God, she’ll never have to beg for attention or love from me. Never.

“It counts, Avery, and I’m not going anywhere. I’m here. Me and you.”

When she wraps her arms around my neck, she basically climbs into my lap. I hold her tightly as she cries against my shoulder. Running my fingers down her back, I feel so much better. I had been so worried. Yeah, this didn’t go as planned, but it went and it’s settled.

Now all we can do is move forward, hopefully with no other hiccups.

But then I remember my dad will be at the game tomorrow, and that is one hell of a hiccup. But it doesn’t affect us.

No, we are good.

We will always be good.

When I lay us down, she presses her nose to mine and her eyes burn into mine as her fingers dance along my jaw. My lip curves at the side as I search her gaze before I ask, “Don’t you feel better?”

She smiles a bit. “I’m embarrassed, but I’m glad you know. Now I won’t have to hide.”

“No, you never have to hide.”

Cupping my face, she moves her nose along mine. “How did I get so lucky to meet you?”

I shrug because I find myself asking the same thing. With my throat thick with emotion, I smile. “A lot of people ask themselves that.”

But she doesn’t laugh or even smile. “Well, no other girl will ever ask that, ’cause you’re mine.”

“And you’re mine, even the broken pieces.”

Closing her eyes, she whispers, “You can ignore them.”

But I shake my head, which causes her to open her eyes, confusion deep in her gaze. “No, I’ll never ignore any part of you, especially the broken parts. Those are the parts that need the most attention, the parts I’m gonna help put back together.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes, still flooding with tears. “I would give you a billion dots right now if we were texting.”

Grinning, I dig my fingers into her back. “I’ll take a kiss instead.”

“Done,” she says before crashing her mouth to mine.

As we kiss, I feel whole.

So much more than before.

And as much as I want to tell her I love her, this isn’t the time. I want her to see that I’m here for her, that I’m in it to win it, before I drop the love bomb on her.

But when I do, when I say it, she’ll never ever feel anything but my love.

For the rest of her life.
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My heart is in my throat.

My body is vibrating with nerves.

But I’m ready.

Fucking ready.

As I stand in the hall, listening to each of my boys’ numbers and their names, I rock back and forth, excitement rushing through my veins. I have been waiting for this moment, the moment when I’m on the ice, shining brightly, not in anyone’s shadow, and murdering my opponent while my family watches.

And Avery.

I can’t wait for her to see how awesome I am. To know I’m going to look up and see her sitting next to my mom… Man, I’m pretty sure that’s the main reason I’m so excited. Because things have been good. I mean, I know it’s only been a day since she opened up to me, but things feel right. Like they’re supposed to. And when she looks at me, I know she’s almost there. I feel like we are really in a relationship now, and I couldn’t be happier. Well, winning all our games then the championship, before going first in the draft and doing it all with Avery by my side would make me really happy. But all that will happen.

All in due time.

I swallow hard, and Markus looks back at me, grinning. “Ready?”

“Born ready, brother,” I say as we tap gloves and his name is announced. Heading out of the tunnel like a rocket, he skates onto the ice, his hands up in the air as the cheers get louder. It’s almost my turn, and as the butterflies go nuts in my belly, I feel like I’m on top of the world, especially when my name is called.

“And now, your captain, number thirty-two, Jace Sinclair!”

The roar of the crowd is overwhelming as I take off out of the tunnel and onto the ice with ease, going the short distance to the blue line with my boys. Lifting my head, I look up, searching the crowd for my family. I see my mom first, jumping up and down, a sign in her hands that says, “That’s my baby!” It’s her signature sign. I’m pretty sure it’s the same one from when Jude and Jayden played, not that I mind. I love it. Next, I see Angie, then Lucy, along with Jude and Jayden, Claire and Baylor standing below them, all of them screaming and clapping loudly. Sucking in a deep breath, my face breaks into a grin as I look toward where the rink doors are open and Avery takes the ice.

When Avery told me she was singing tonight, I couldn’t wait. And as she holds the mic to her mouth, I can see the nervousness in her eyes. Closing her eyes, she starts, and I swear she sounds like an angel. Looks like one too, with my hoodie on and a pair of jeans. She sings with all the gusto she can manage. It’s amazing, and when she hits the climax of the song, her hand coming up as she holds the note, I’m blown away, along with the rest of the crowd. I tap my stick to the ice, my boys following as she finishes. Looking right at me, she blows me a kiss, and all I can do is grin. I’m so proud of her, and I’m ready to make her proud of me.

As I skate around, keeping my legs warm while the rest of the team takes the bench and we get ready to start the game, I look around for my dad. When I find him, Ellen is sitting next to him and that bothers me. It’s bad enough he’s here, but he had to bring her? Damn it. But no, I can’t let that bother me. I have to focus.

One-track mind.

Winning.

Lining up, Markus and Gordon on either side of me, I feel my heart pounding in anticipation. I look to Markus and he nods, and then I turn to Gordon, and he does the same. We are ready. Sucking my mouthguard back into my mouth, I meet the gaze of my opponent and grin.

Let’s do this.

When the puck drops, though, Ohio State takes it with ease, which pisses me the fuck off. I hate losing the face-offs, but I don’t have time to dwell on it before I’m poke-checking the puck out of the guy’s possession and right onto Gordon’s stick. Gordon carries the puck into their zone quickly, dekeing around the offense before sending it back to Drake. He only holds it for a second before he sends it to Markus as I rush the net. Moving with the puck, hoping to block the goalie’s view, I watch as Markus sends it to Drake, who sends it to Marty, who then shoots. It rebounds. I try to get to it, but the defense beats me to it, trying to clear it out, but Drake is there, stopping it and shooting once more.

But it’s batted away right onto Gordon’s stick. He shoots; it’s blocked to my left. Markus shoots, and the goalie moves to the left. But it goes over him and the bar, hitting the glass and bouncing right onto my stick.

And I have a wide-open goal.

Sending it to the back of the net with ease, I throw my arms up in the air as our fight song sounds and my team wraps me up in a big hug.

“That’s one!” Markus yells happily as we tap helmets.

“Let’s do it again!” I yell and they all rally as we head to the bench for the next shift to go on. When I look up to my family, they are all losing their shit. And in the middle is Avery, with a huge grin on her face and a sign that says, “My boyfriend is better than yours!” in her hands.

For some reason, that sign is better than the goal I just scored.
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We win the first game four to one, but it should have been a shutout. Unfortunately, one of our guys tipped the puck in over Trevor’s shoulder, which I hate. No big deal, it happens, but at least we won. After showering and rallying with the boys, all of us hoping to continue kicking ass, I head out into the tunnel leading to the lobby where my family is waiting. As excited as I am to see them, and Avery, I’m worried about seeing my dad. I blocked him out of my mind when I was on the ice, but now that I’m heading down the tunnel, uneasiness is settling in the pit of my gut.

This is probably going to be a shitshow.

Markus walks with me, a grin on his face because we both scored two each tonight. “So I’m pretty sure I’m going to out-goal you this year. Just a warning.”

I grin. “It’s good to believe in yourself, bro. Just keep doing that.”

He grins back. “Keep on, bro. And when I bypass you and get my own banner, we’ll see who’s encouraging the other to believe in themselves.”

I punch him playfully in the arm, and he laughs as we make it into the lobby. “I’ll come over and say hi to your mom in a minute. Let me go keep my mom and dad from killing each other.”

“May the force be with you.”

He shakes his head ruefully as he goes left toward where his parents are ignoring each other. Being the only child in that family has to suck, but Markus takes it in stride. He shouldn’t have to, though. But I do envy him, because instead of just two people hating each other, I have to contend with six, eight if you add in my sisters-in-law. Oh, joy. My stomach is in knots as I head to where my family usually stands. When I reach them, they are all talking, joking around. But when I get there, Jude puts me in a headlock while Jayden drops an elbow in my back.

“You think you’re good, hot shit,” Jude says, squeezing my head as Jayden’s hard-ass elbow digs into my back.

“Scoring like an asshole. Give the rest of the team a chance, puck hog,” Jayden teases before dropping both his elbows into my back.

“Mom! Make them stop!” I complain, but all I hear is laughter as they continue to beat me up. When I finally get away, my mom pulls me into her arms and glares at them.

“Leave my baby alone,” she scolds before kissing my head. “You did great, sweetie.”

“Yeah, sweetie, you did great,” Jayden chortles.

“I wish I was you, baby,” Jude teases and Claire smacks him.

“Leave him alone. You did great, Jace.”

“Thanks,” I say, meeting Avery’s gaze. Her eyes are dancing with laughter, her cheeks red from grinning. I’m convinced I’ll never see anyone as gorgeous as her. She pulled her hair to the side, braiding it down her shoulder, and I love how the wisps of hair are framing her face. Most of all, I love her smile. She looks happy, and that’s all I want.

Breaking from my mom’s grip, I take Avery in my arms, kissing her cheek. “I’m amazing, right?”

She lets out a long breath and nods. “As much as it pains me to tell you you were right, you were. Amazing doesn’t even cover how awesome you did.”

“That’s right,” I say, gesturing toward Jude and Jayden. “You guys better watch out—I’m coming.”

They blow raspberries at me, waving me off as Avery kisses my jaw.

“Full of himself,” Jude accuses, and yeah, I am, because I’m fucking awesome.

“He’ll get a reality check,” Jayden says, his lips curved. “Just wait.”

Rolling my eyes, I turn to my mom to introduce her properly to Avery, but I find she is looking to the left, her face twisted in disgust. Following the direction of her gaze, I see my dad is coming toward us. With Ellen in tow.

“Fuck,” I hear Jude mutter.

“Just ignore him,” Claire says quickly as Jayden lets out a long breath.

“I’m gonna take Angie to the car,” Lucy says quickly, but before she can get a hold of Angie, she is running to my dad.

“Papa!”

He scoops her up, kissing her loudly on the cheek and hugging her. “Hey, honey. Look how big you are!”

“Fucking hell,” Lucy seethes before crossing her arms, her eyes in slits.

“I miss you, Papa. Why don’t you come see me?”

“I miss you too, honey. I’ll work something out with your momma, okay?”

“Okay,” she says, hugging my dad’s neck tightly as he comes up to the group, slamming his hand on my shoulder.

“Damn fine game, Jace. Real proud of you.”

“Er, thanks, Dad,” I say, swallowing loudly as Avery’s arms tighten around me.

“Is this Avery?”

Everyone cuts their gaze to Avery, and she looks confused before glancing up at me.

“It is,” I say, looking at Avery. She looks just as distressed as I do. “Avery, this is my dad, Mr. Sinclair.”

“Oh, call me Mark,” he says, shaking Avery’s hand, and I don’t miss the way Claire glares. He was so mean to Claire the first time he met her and demanded she call him Mr. Sinclair whenever they were together. I don’t know what game he’s playing, but he has everyone, minus Angie, on edge.

And I’m the one who caused all this.

“Oh, er, Mark, nice to meet you,” Avery says slowly and I bite down on my lip.

A few seconds pass and then Dad looks around, still holding Angie, a grin on his face that I really don’t understand. “Good to see everyone.”

No one says anything to that. Not even my mom, who is nice to everyone. They’re all only glaring, my sisters-in-law looking away because this situation is a thousand shades of fucked up. I feel terrible I put all of us in the same room. But what’s done is done, and I did this, so I have to own up to it.

“Yeah, so,” I say, reaching for Angie. Thankfully, she comes to me before I place her on the ground, where Lucy scoops her up. “We are gonna head out.”

Dad nods. “Cool, going to dinner?”

I swallow loudly and all eyes are on me. Looking away, I nod slowly, but I pause when I see Coach coming toward us, his face blazing with some emotion, maybe anger.

Ah. Shit.

I shoot a glance to Baylor with desperation in my eyes. She sees where I’m looking and then she’s moving, but Coach walks right past her, coming up behind my mom.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Everything okay?” he asks and I close my eyes.

Really?

My dad’s brow rises as he takes in the giant of a man. Coach used to play for the Bruins; he isn’t a little dude, and I know I’m scared of him. So no telling what my father, who is a foot smaller than me, is thinking.

But to my surprise, he smirks. “New boyfriend there, Autumn?”

“None of your goddamn business,” Mom seethes and my eyes widen.

Aw, shit.

My mom never cusses.

“Yeah, I am. What’s it to you?” Coach says and I look to Jude for help, but he’s got a dumb grin on his face. When I look at Jayden, he’s just looking at me, waiting.

Asshole.

Obviously, since I made this mess, I have to clean it up.

But before I can, Dad takes a step toward Coach, which I think is insane for obvious reasons, before saying, “It’s nothing to me. I left her a long time ago.”

Mom glares as Coach moves in front of her, towering over my dad. Baylor pulls her dad’s hand, but he isn’t moving while he snarls, “Yeah, your loss, my gain.”

“Hardly, believe me.”

I look to my siblings for help, but they are only watching, not even moving. Fucking great.

Letting Avery go, I step between the two men. With my back to Coach, I say, “Wow, okay. There is no need for this. You’re leaving.”

“What?” Dad asks, incredulous. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing. I’m asking you to go because we are going.”

He glares, his eyes cutting into mine, and I’m finding it hard to catch my breath. I’ve always been scared of my dad—he’s always been the disciplinarian, the scary one in our family. But I’ll be damned if he’s going to tear down my mom in front of me, or if I’m going to allow Coach to go down for my douche-ass dad.

“I see how it is.”

“See it however you want, but I need you to go. You’re upsetting my mom.”

When my mom’s hand comes into mine, I clench it as I watch my dad scrutinize me. My heart is in my throat, sweat is dripping down my forehead, but I have to stand up to him. He isn’t allowed to hurt her anymore.

“Okay, great game, son. I’ll be in touch.”

I don’t say anything as he turns, kissing the top of Angie’s head before looking at Lucy. “I want to see my granddaughter.”

Lucy’s lips tremble as her eyes narrow further. “Cover your ears, Angie Lynn.”

Angie does what she is told, and my sister says, “How about you go fuck yourself?”

Gasping, my dad’s glare deepens. “I am your—”

“Nothing, you are nothing to us,” Jude retorts.

“Absolutely nothing. And you have no right to anyone in this family, especially not Angie,” Jayden bites out, his eyes dark with hate.

But my dad isn’t affected; he just rolls his eyes. “Always the follower, huh, Jayden? Jude tells you to jump, and you do it.”

Jayden takes a step forward, going toe-to-toe with my dad. But before I can step between them, Coach is there, his hand on Jayden’s chest. “Damn right. I’d rather follow him and look up to him than to the piece of shit, cheating whore that is my father.”

Dad glares and then looks at Coach. “That’s my boy. I can handle him.”

“From what I’m hearing, you’re nothing to him. Don’t worry, though,” Coach says with a wink. “I’ve got him and your ex-wife. Hell, I’ve got them all.”

Well, then.

If that isn’t staking a claim, I don’t know what is.

“Dad, just let it be,” Baylor says. “He’s not worth it.”

My dad looks at Baylor and then back to me, his eyes full of what I think is remorse, but I’m unsure. I’ve never seen him upset or hurt by anything. He usually only looks pissed off, but right now, that’s not his expression and that confuses me.

“Thanks for the invite, son. I’ll be in touch.”

And then he is walking away, his whore on his arm.

Letting out a breath, my mom wraps her arm around my neck and kisses my shoulder. “See, that didn’t go badly at all.”

Coach scoffs while Jude and Jayden shake their heads. Lucy is hugging Angie close while my sisters-in-law stand by their husbands. Me, I look at Avery and I find she is staring at me with concern in those turquoise depths. I don’t want her to worry about me—I’m good. Hell, I’m not even embarrassed. This is my family, and I love them. But if she thought she was crazy, she doesn’t know crazy until Mark Sinclair comes around my family.

We put the crazy in crazy town.

Reading my mind, she says, “Hey, your family may be crazy, but my family would just ignore you.”

She shrugs and all I can do is grin.

I’d take my crazy, drama-filled family over that any day.
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Well, that was interesting, for sure.

But I’m still in love with Jace’s family.

The way they all came together, the way they stood up to his dad, was just beautiful. Yeah, it was a bit crazy and I really thought a fight was going to break out, but it didn’t. They stood their ground, and while I adore Jace, I really do think I’m in love with his sister. She is amazing, and I strive to be just like her.

To rise from the ashes.

To be the best I can be.

And not to let anyone walk all over me.

It was awesome.

Sitting across from her, I watch as she tends to Angie, cutting up her steak and just loving on her. I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted to be her when I grow up. I really do—with Jace beside me. When his hand slides into mine, I look over at him and grin at his tired look. He played a rough game, and while I’m pretty sure his head might fall off from how big it’s getting, he really was excellent.

I’ve been watching hockey my whole life, and I know I have never seen anyone with game like him. It’s like he can read the play before the team even tries it. He is always in the right place at the right time. He had four breakaways tonight. That’s mind-blowing. Add in the fact that he was motivational and strong for his team and I was swooning. I really was, and I can’t believe this man is mine.

All mine.

Even after my crazy episode last night.

To be honest, I really don’t know why he is still standing beside me. I mean, I lost my shit, boohooing and snotting all over him, and all he did was hold me. Telling me that I’m better than my past and that I’m beautiful. I’m trying not to think too much about the fact that I sort of lied to him when I said it ended when Caleb and I ended. Because really, it isn’t like we’ll ever talk about that. The main reason I’m in therapy was for the cutting. I started therapy right after my mom discovered what I was doing. I was already a month into therapy when I tried to kill myself, so really, I don’t think that will ever come up.

And I’m okay with that.

I don’t want him knowing that part of me. I was in a dark place, and I allowed someone to take advantage of me. Stupid mistake, but I know damn well Jace would never do that to me. He isn’t that kind of man, but still I’m worried. Maybe I should be honest, tell him everything. But last night was really too much to handle. I still get this ache in my gut just remembering the look on his face. He didn’t understand. How could he? He’s Jace Sinclair, he loves life, and I hated it before I met him. He comes from a family that loves through thick and thin. When Matty found me, blood dripping from my wrists and high out of my mind, he shook his head and called for my mom. He didn’t even cry. Didn’t even care.

Mom, she did it again.

“You okay?” Jace asks, his lips at my ear.

Nodding my head, I look over at him, smiling. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

He kisses my cheek. “You look hot tonight.”

I wave him off. “I’m wearing a hoodie and pants.”

He grins. “My hoodie.”

Rolling my eyes, I lean into him as Mrs. Sinclair says, “Avery, you have such a gorgeous voice. I enjoyed your performance very much.”

I grin at her. “Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure. I feel so proud, all the girls my boys are in love with are so talented. I have a dancer, a hockey player, and now a singer. Pretty proud lady right here. Must have raised y’all right.”

Jude scoffs. “Mom, don’t act like you raised Jace. We all know it was the wolves.”

“I thought it was bears?” Jayden asks. “Didn’t we find him in a bear cave?”

“No, it was a raccoons. Remember we found him in the Dumpster?” Lucy supplies, which sends everyone into an uproar. But I’m still caught up on the fact that she said Jace loved me.

“Screw you guys. Mom, just tell them I’m your favorite and that’s why you decided to stop after me. She had to get it right, you see. That’s why I’m the best at everything I do,” he says to me, and I roll my eyes at his cockiness. It’s suffocating sometimes, but I love it.

“That’s right, honey,” his mom says, cupping his face.

“Yeah, honey, the best ever,” Jude says, mocking his mom.

“What would we do if we weren’t blessed with the best human possible?” Lucy asks. “Jesus, Mom, thanks for bringing him in from the Dumpster.”

“Really, Mom, best choice ever. But I still think the cat would have been easier to keep up with,” Jayden adds and Jace just glares.

Man, I wish this were my life. I would have taken this over being ignored anytime. My brothers didn’t even care enough to tease me, but these guys are ruthless. It’s so funny.

As I reach for my drink, Jude says, “Hey, Avery, I think it’s great that you’re dating a hermaphrodite.”

And I promptly spew it on the table.

“Jude, really?” Jace yells.

“Yeah, he’s not a hermaphrodite,” Lucy says, handing me a napkin. “He’s transgender, remember?”

“That’s right,” Jude says with a nod, a grin pulling at his face.

“I hate all of you,” Jace murmurs, shaking his head as I wipe my mouth and the table.

“That’s enough. Jeez, leave him be,” Mrs. Sinclair yells out and her cheeks are red in embarrassment. “Y’all got my crazy out in the middle of this restaurant. I’m so sorry, River.”

But Jace’s coach just gives her a lopsided grin. “It’s fine, baby.”

When all four of her children and Baylor gag, I can’t help but giggle.

“Shut up, all of you. Baylor, honey, your face, erase that,” Mrs. Sinclair says, but Baylor just keeps looking as if she is going to puke while Jayden laughs from his gut.

“Is this not weird to anyone else?” Baylor asks and everyone nods but Claire and me, oh, and Angie. But Coach and Mrs. Sinclair look hopelessly in love. It’s sweet.

“I can’t even look him in the eye,” Jace admits.

“I look at his forehead,” Jude says.

“I don’t even look at him at all,” Jayden adds.

“I only come to his chest, so I stare at that… Oh my God, not in a creepy way— Can I get a margarita?” Lucy begs, which sends everyone into a fit of laughter. “No, really. I need alcohol, like now.”

“Lucy Lane, please,” Mrs. Sinclair scolds and Lucy gives her a stressed look.

“Mom, I just said I stare your boyfriend’s…gag…chest, and I had to deal with my sperm donor tonight. Please, let me drink in peace.”

That makes Jace flinch as Jude shakes his head, but Mrs. Sinclair glares. “Lucy Lane, that’s enough. That man is not welcome in any future conversations, you understand me?” she snaps and Lucy’s eyes widen.

Jesus, before I saw Mrs. Sinclair with her ex-husband, she was sweet, full of sunshine and rainbows, but now, she’s kind of scary. Must be where Lucy gets it from. Lord knows, she looks just like her mom, and I sure as hell won’t be crossing either of them.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Thank you. Now,” she says, taking a drink of her tea before setting the glass down, “Claire, do you need to tell me something?”

Claire looks up, confused. “What, Mom?”

“Yeah, what, Mom?” Jude asks, his face scrunched up as he pops a chip into his mouth.

“Oh, are y’all keeping it secret?”

“Keeping what secret?” they both ask.

“I saw Reese and Phillip.”

“And?” Jude asks, and even I’m sitting on the edge on my seat waiting for what is about to happen.

“They said y’all will be having a new addition to bring to the new house.”

Claire looks at Jude and he looks back at her, then they both turn back to Mrs. Sinclair. “Yeah, we are getting a dog.”

Mrs. Sinclair’s face falls and she puckers her lips. “Well, that’s not what I thought.”

“Apparently,” Jude murmurs, shaking his head.

“Wait…you thought I was pregnant?” Claire asks and Mrs. Sinclair shrugs.

“I was hoping!”

“Mom, no one is having any kids around here. If you want a baby, have one yourself,” Lucy says and her brothers’ heads all whip to her.

“Really, Lucy!” Jace yells.

“Shut your dirty mouth,” Jude scolds.

“You’re dumb,” Jayden exhales, shaking his head. “Mom, don’t listen to her. And Coach, don’t get any ideas.”

“Oh my God, really, Jayden? You went there?” Baylor asks, gagging and shaking her head. “That’s not okay.”

Meanwhile, I’m cracking the hell up. This is better than TV.

“I’m glad you are enjoying this shitshow,” Jace says, a grin pulling at his lips.

“This is awesome,” I say between laughs as he wraps his arm around the back of my chair. His eyes are dark as they capture mine, and within seconds, I feel like the most gorgeous girl ever. All because of the way he looks at me. Like I’m all he sees in lieu of everyone in the room. His mother’s words scream in my head, and I wonder if they are true. If he does love me. And of course, I wonder if I love him.

But I’m really unsure if I even know what love is.

With Caleb, I think it was obsession. I needed something to hold on to because I wasn’t treated right at home. But with Jace, it isn’t like that. I don’t need anyone now. I’ve learned to be on my own, but I want Jace. I want him more than I want my next breath. Leaning forward, he kisses my nose before turning back to the table as Jude points at him.

“So the showdown will be here in two months, Kings versus Assassins. Since your middle brother and his wife are cheap and won’t get a box in their arena for the family, I paid for the box—”

“He did not. Reese said everyone can come share hers,” Claire says, rolling her eyes.

“Details, baby, shh,” he says, pressing a finger to her lips that she promptly smacks away. “Anyway, since I’m the one with the biggest contract at this table, I will fork out for everyone to attend. So I expect you to clear your schedule to come and watch, learn the ropes in case you make it into the NHL.”

“I will make it,” Jace says, and Jude holds his hands up.

“Of course, you will,” Jude says condescendingly, but he doesn’t mean it in a hateful way. I may have only just met him, but there is nothing but love and respect in his eyes for his baby brother.

“You know, Jace,” Jayden starts. “We both went first in the draft, so you have some big footsteps to follow in.”

“Don’t listen to him. We will be proud, no matter what,” his mom says and Lucy nods.

“I’ll go first,” Jace declares confidently, and they all grin while my heart bursts with pride. I smile as Jayden and Baylor both roll their eyes. The dynamic in this family is hilarious. They tease each other relentlessly, but in the end, they are so proud of each other. It’s crazy awesome.

Jude nods before looking over at me. “Avery, you’re invited, so you better be there.”

Perking up, I feel my smile widen. “Thanks, I’d love to come. My brother actually plays for the Kings.”

Not that I want to see him, but it’s superawesome to be invited with Jace’s family. Makes me feel important. But when everyone pauses and Jace looks at me perplexed, I’m confused. What did I say wrong?

Jude’s eyes narrow as he looks at me. “What? Your brother plays for the LA Kings?”

I nod, reaching for my water. “Yeah, Seth Haverbrooke, number nine.”

When his jaw drops, I’m confused. What’s the big deal? I look to Jace for support because I really don’t know why everyone is staring at me like I’m insane. But he is making the same face his brother is.

“Wait, what? Your brother is Seth Haverbrooke?” Jace asks, his eyes wide.

I shrug, still confused as all get-out. “Yeah, why?”

“Seth Haverbrooke, who is related to Benedict Haverbrooke, the commissioner of the NHL?” Jace’s coach asks as I meet his gaze. His eyes are wide too, and I really don’t understand what is going on. The only people who are not looking at me like I have seven heads are Claire, Jace’s mom, and Angie.

“Yeah, that’s my dad,” I say slowly as everyone just stares at me.

Jayden looks at Jace. “You’re dating the commissioner of the NHL’s daughter?”

“Man, way to pick them! Hoping that gets you an in?” Jude laughs.

I scoff, rolling my eyes. “Please, it’s really not a big deal.”

But when I see Jace’s face, I think I might be wrong.

Because, by the way he is looking at me, it must be one hell of a big deal.
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“I thought your last name was Rose?”

She looks at me, her eyes unsure as she slowly shakes her head. “No, Rose is my middle name.”

“So it’s Haverbrooke?”

She nods, her eyes full of confusion, and I’m dumbfounded.

All I can do is stare at her.

What.

The.

Ever.

Loving.

Fuck.

Surely.

Surely, I heard her wrong.

But when I glance across the table at my brothers, hoping for some kind of answer, Jude is laughing from his gut and Jayden is crying with tears of laughter. But that’s not all. No, Baylor’s eyes are wide and panicked, and Coach’s mouth is still gaping open. Fuck, I have a feeling I heard her just fine. Which explains why my heart is jackhammering against my ribs, I can’t breathe, and I’m two seconds from a panic attack.

“Why is this a big deal?” my mom asks. “Why is everyone laughing? River, honey, what’s wrong?”

“It’s not—” Avery tries, but Coach’s voice goes over hers.

“Her dad is the commissioner of the NHL. Autumn, he runs…shit, everything!”

“Oh wow,” my mom says. “How awesome for you.”

“Hardly,” I hear Avery whisper, but I’m still unable to move.

Trying to process this, I close my eyes, hoping that when I wake up, this will all be a dream. It has to be.

“Jeez, Jace, you really know how to go big or go home, huh?” Jayden laughs, shaking his head as I look up to glare at him.

Not a dream. Shit.

“And I thought I was hot shit going after the first female in male college hockey. Ha! You topped me.”

“Shut up, Jayden,” Baylor spits, worry still in the depths of her wide hazel eyes. “But, really? Hockey royalty?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Avery says from beside me, but I can’t even.

“Ha! Yeah, it is,” Jude barks before looking back at me. “You know how to pick them, bro. No wonder you’re so confident you’ll go first! You have the fucking commissioner in your back pocket,” Jude wheezes, but then he pauses. “I don’t mean that disrespectfully to you, Avery. I’m just busting Jace’s chops.”

I lean on my hand, my heart still jackhammering. I feel Avery looking at me, but I’m still trying to believe this is happening. The commissioner? Really?

“He didn’t know,” Avery says then, which stops the laughter. I feel her shift uncomfortably in her chair, and all eyes fall on me. “It isn’t a big deal to me the way it is to you guys, so I don’t talk about it. I’m not close with my family.”

Silence falls over the table, and she is still fidgeting anxiously in her chair. I know I should say something, reassure her it’s okay, but it’s not. How could she not tell me something like this? Doesn’t she realize that is important information to give your hockey-playing boyfriend, whose dreams are to be in the NHL? I would never use her to get ahead, but shit, I would still want to know stuff like that.

“You’re right,” I hear Lucy say, but it’s very muffled since my heartbeat is hurting my eardrums. “And you shouldn’t have to.”

Um. Maybe not here, but to me, yeah, she should!

The table goes quiet again and I don’t look up. I can’t. My heart is in my throat and my blood is boiling. She hid this from me. Just like the cutting. Fuck.

“You know, I didn’t know Haverbrooke had a daughter,” Coach says and my heart sinks. “I’ve known him for years.”

Avery doesn’t say anything as Jude continues, “And Seth never talks about a sister. His brothers, yeah, but…”

When he trails off, I know they finally realize why this is a sore subject for her. She must look stricken, like she always does when her family is brought up or when they contact her. While I’m always elated to hear from my family, Avery never is. Her lips turn down, her eyes go sad, while her cheeks redden in embarrassment from the fact they’re dicks and don’t treat her like she should be treated.

Like the fucking princess she is.

“Sorry, it was just surprising,” Jude says then, and I nod.

“You can say that again.” When I look up, everyone’s eyes are on me. I can only look back down, feeling like an idiot. How can I be dating a girl—hell, be in love with that girl—and not know this kind of stuff? I look like a dumbass in front of my family. How could she let that happen? After how we talked about her opening up, being honest with me. It’s like she’s been lying to me. But, why? Why would she do that?

When I feel her lips by my ear, my body tenses up and I hate that. Really? I’m not mad? Damn it. “Are you mad?”

“Later,” I say firmly, my eyes across the table on my brothers. Jude’s eyes widen and Jayden shakes his head, but neither Avery nor I move. I feel her heartbeat against my arm, and I know she wants to ask more. Instead, she slowly backs away, her eyes burning into the side of my face.

But I can’t look at her.

Not when I’m fuming with anger.
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When dinner is over, I’m the first one up and I head outside because I need air. I knew if I left before dinner, my mom would worry and I don’t need to cause her any more grief. I can’t. Done enough of that today. But shit, the last part of that dinner was suffocating. So damn awkward, and Avery didn’t say a word to anyone but Lucy and Angie. It was pathetic and sad, and maybe I was a dick for not saying anything, but I was trying to figure out my next move. If I have the right to be upset with her.

I mean, she doesn’t talk about her family, and I don’t ask too many questions because I know it hurts her. But the commissioner? I feel like she should have told me that. Even if it doesn’t matter, I feel like I should have known. It’s just a huge surprise I really wasn’t ready for, and I don’t know what to say to her. Will she shut down? But honestly, what can she have to say? She didn’t tell me. There is nothing else to be said, but damn it, I need her to say something.

When Jude and Jayden flank me, I don’t even know why I’m surprised and we head outside. Avery must still be playing with Angie, and that’s cool, I just need a minute. A minute to breathe and to gather my thoughts because I have a twenty-minute car ride with her, and we are going to have to talk about this.

Whether she likes it or not. I don’t care. We are talking.

“You didn’t know?” Jayden asks once the cold air hits my face.

Crossing my arms, I let my head fall back as I suck in a deep breath. “No.”

“She never told you?” Jude asks incredulously and I shrug, looking back at him.

“We don’t talk about her family. They are shit to her, and it’s just not something that comes up. Plus, for the last three weeks, I thought her name was Avery Rose, so I never connected the dots.”

“Why didn’t she tell you?”

“I don’t fucking know, Jay. Fuck,” I groan, shaking my head.

“I don’t get it,” Jayden says, crossing his arms over his chest. “Why hide that?”

“I don’t know,” I say softly, my throat itching with emotion.

Jude shakes his head as Jayden looks at me. “Jace, I’m not trying to sound like a dick but—”

“If it goes bad, you could be fucked!” Jude yells and I flinch. I already thought about that, and yeah, it scares me shitless. But what can I do? I’m already in it. There is no turning back at this point.

“I know.”

“Jace,” Jayden stresses. “This isn’t smart.”

“Can you get out?” Jude asks, and I shake my head, dread filling my belly.

“I don’t want to,” I say, looking up at them. “I love her.”

Jayden looks away, as frustrated as I am, while Jude shakes his head. “Can you un-love her? This is playing with fire, Jace!”

“Can you un-love Claire?”

He runs his fingers through his hair, shaking his head. “No, yeah, that was dumb.”

“I didn’t choose her, my heart did,” I say and they both look at me, deadpan.

“Okay, Romeo, tuck that corny shit back in,” Jude teases. While, yeah, it was corny, it’s the truth. I didn’t want a girlfriend, didn’t want to be connected with anyone. I wanted an easy year, a fun one, and somehow I fell hard for some beautiful singing temptress I saw up against a tree. One who has some demons that scare the shit out of me, but I don’t care.

I love her.

Taking a step toward me, Jayden takes me by the shoulders. “If you even think there is a possibility you can get out, please do.”

I hold his gaze, my eyes burning with irritation because why would they even suggest this? I mean, I get it. This is a big deal, but didn’t they hear me when I said I love her? “Did you get out when you knew you loved Baylor? Even when she didn’t want anything to do with you, when she was more concerned with winning than you? Did you give up?”

His eye twitches as his hands drop from my shoulders. “No.”

“Then don’t ask me to,” I say, my fingers biting into my ribs. “I’ll figure it out.”

“We aren’t trying to piss you off or doubt you, Jace. It’s just this is a big deal. This can ruin your career. Is she worth your fucking career?”

Is she?

“I hear you,” I say quickly as the door opens and the rest of the family starts to spill out. “I got it.”

Before either of them can say anything else, my mom’s arms wrap around me and she kisses my jaw. It’s funny how even when you think you’re grown up and don’t need anyone, you actually still need your mommy’s hugs. Relaxing in her arms, I close my eyes as she kisses me once more. I feel safe in my mom’s arms, like nothing can touch me or hurt me. When she squeezes me hard, she whispers, “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I say even though I know I don’t deserve any of her pride. I should be the one saying it because she stood up to my dad. She didn’t let him bother her at all. All through dinner, she was animated, sweet, and everything I love about her. She made everyone feel important. She had nothing but love in her eyes the whole time, my dad an afterthought. Yet, I still feel horrible she even had to see him. “I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head against mine, her lips on my cheek. “No, Jace, don’t be. It’s fine.”

“I shouldn’t have told him about the game.”

“It’s over. I love you.”

“I love you more.”

She gives me a squeeze then pulls back to look up into my eyes. “I like Avery a lot. She’s sweet and loves Angie something insane.”

I nod, my heart hurting a bit. “She’s great.”

Leaning in, she whispers, “I know everyone thinks it’s a big deal about her daddy, but I don’t. You’re dating her, not him.”

I can only nod because I can’t trust what will come out of my mouth. Kissing my jaw, she pats my chest before Coach shakes my hand. His eyes are worried, but I ignore them before saying good-bye to everyone else. As I hug Jude tightly, I want to ask him not to leave. Tell him that I need him, but I know it would be pointless, and also that he would make fun of me endlessly. He has a life, a good one, that he has to get back to.

“Call me if you need anything,” he says as he smacks my back and I nod.

“Will do.”

“It was great to meet you, Avery,” he says then. I turn, not even realizing she is behind me.

“You, too. Bye, Claire.”

“Bye! It was great meeting you,” she says to Avery before hugging me tightly. As Jude pulls her away, wrapping his arms around her, Lucy captures me in a tight hug. I know it’s not to love on me. I don’t know how she became Team Avery, but she’s two seconds from having a shirt made stating whose side she’s on.

“I know you’re pissed,” she whispers in my ear. “And you have every right to be, but don’t let this break you two up. I like her. A lot. And you know that means something coming from me.”

Over Lucy’s shoulder, Avery is watching me, her eyes burning into mine. It hurts to see her eyes so sad, and I should probably feel bad, but I don’t. This isn’t my fault; it’s hers. But then, maybe I’m just tripping out over this. I mean, we’ve been dating almost three weeks, and it’s well-known she doesn’t talk about her family. Maybe she was going to tell me. But I feel still like that should have been the first thing out of her mouth. I should take a deep breath and think this over because she looks troubled, and I don’t want to be the one who does that to her. I want to make her smile, I want to make her happy, but she has to be more open with me. Like I am with her.

Slowly nodding, I squeeze Lucy tightly as my mom hugs Avery. Kissing Angie’s head, I wave good-bye and then wait for Avery. She walks cautiously to me before we head toward the car.

We don’t get far from the group before she is looking at me questioningly. “So you’re mad?”

I nod. “Wouldn’t you be if you found out something like that about the person you’re dating?”

She shrugs, looking away as I open her door. “No, it’s not a big deal to me.”

“But it is to me,” I say, cocking my head to the car, but she shakes her head.

“No, I want to talk about this.”

“And we can in the car.” I look back at where my family is still standing outside, chatting. “Out of earshot of my family.”

She looks at my family and then gets in the car with a huff. I don’t understand why she is upset since she is the one in the wrong, and that annoys me. Shutting the door with more force than needed, I head around the car and get in myself, turning it on. Looking over at her, I find her watching me, and before I can talk, she’s saying, “It’s not a big deal because my dad is nowhere in the equation of us. I can promise you. He doesn’t decide who goes in the draft. Yeah, he has pull, but he really only uses that on my brothers. Even so, Laurence didn’t even get picked in the draft, so obviously my dad doesn’t matter. And the thing is, you aren’t dating him—you’re dating me.”

She lets out a quick breath, her eyes wide and her face red. “I don’t get why you’re upset, acting like a jerk at dinner when I did nothing wrong. Yeah, I didn’t tell you, but did you ask? No. So it isn’t like I’m lying. I just didn’t see a reason to bring it up because he isn’t important.”

Letting my head fall to the side, I glower. “Are you done?”

She glares. “For now.”

“Good,” I say, turning in my seat to face her. “So what you’re saying is you want me to be a mind reader?”

“Did I say that?”

“Basically. And the thing is, I’m not mad because of who he is—I could care less, even though my brothers both think that I need to give you up because he can ruin me. And yeah, he probably can, but I’m in too deep with you. That’s why I’m mad—because you didn’t tell me. That’s big for someone who’s dying to go into the draft and be great in the NHL. He’s my future boss, Avery, and a little warning or a small heads-up would have been great. Don’t you understand that? I just looked like a dumbass in front of my family ’cause I didn’t even know your last name.”

“He doesn’t matter!” she yells, and I notice her hands are shaking. “He doesn’t care about me enough to care who I’m dating. I promise you that.”

I shake my head. “Did you not hear what I just said? I don’t care about him. I care about us and the fact that you hold shit back from me.”

“Because they don’t matter!”

“My future boss does matter.”

“So, what? You wouldn’t be with me if you knew? Or would you have used me? I don’t get it.”

“Oh my God, Avery, really? Don’t you know me better than that?”

“You’re the one making a big deal over who my dad is.”

“Because you didn’t tell me! You don’t tell me shit!”

“That’s a lie. I’m doing better,” she shoots back and I glare.

“Because I’m fucking making you,” I yell. I don’t mean to make her flinch but, fuck. Come on! “It’s like pulling teeth with you. I have to beg for information, and that’s not fucking fair.”

Shaking her head, she shrugs. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I glare, because that wasn’t heartfelt at all. “Really? I’m supposed to believe that?”

She glares back. “What? I said sorry.”

“And you didn’t fucking mean it!”

“I do,” she yells back. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you who my dad was. I’m sorry I’m not an open fucking book like you. And I’m sorry I embarrassed you. I’m fucking sorry, Jace!”

Her voice rings in my ears and I look away, shaking my head.

Girls, man. They are basically mindfucks.

Running my hands down my face, I bite into the inside of my lip before looking back over at her. Her eyes are trained on her knees, her lip between her teeth, as the silence stretches between us. “I don’t want to fight with you. I just want you to understand why I’m upset.”

“I told you I was sorry,” she whispers before looking up at me. “I should have told you, but I don’t like talking about my family. That is not a secret.”

“But your family is part of you and, Avery…the commissioner? Really? That’s something you tell someone.”

“Why? So you would sleep with me to get ahead?”

My brows crash together. “Because I needed any other reason to sleep with you than just you, right? I was a goner the moment I met you. Don’t throw that bullshit in my face. You just don’t want to let me in!”

“I’m fucking trying!”

“No, you’re not,” I bite out, shaking my head in frustration. This isn’t what I wanted.

What happened to this being easy?

Or is it me?

Am I making it hard?

Am I expecting more than I should?

She looks away, biting on her lip. Sucking in a breath, I watch as she wrings her fingers together, tucking them between her knees. “Avery, what do you want?”

She doesn’t answer me, just moves her fingers in and out of each other, working her lips as she shrugs.

“Do you want to be with me?”

She looks over at me, her eyes full of frustration and tears. “If you have to ask, then why are we doing this?”

“Really?” I ask, my gaze narrowing. “Is that you trying to push me away?”

She looks away, shaking her head. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

“I want all of you!” I yell, making her jump. “Every single fucking part. Damaged, whole, dented, cut, all of it! Just give me you.”

She doesn’t say anything at first. As she looks out the window, I can see her lip wobbling as she blinks the tears back. She’s killing me. How can I love someone so much but be so mad at them too?

“I am yours, all of me,” she says softly as she turns, and my chest aches as I get lost in her eyes. Reaching out, I take her face in my hands, leaning my head against hers. Moving my nose along hers, I suck in a deep breath.

“Baby—”

“No, I’m sorry, Jace,” she whispers, pulling back to look at me, her eyes full of remorse. “You’re right. I should have told you but, it’s just… People tend to use me for who my brothers and my dad are. It sucks, and I wanted to come here and start over. Just me. And I guess I just wanted you to like me for me.”

I can understand that. I mean, her family is hockey royalty and now knowing who they are explains a lot. How can she shine when her brothers are taking all the light? But it isn’t fair, and she should have been treated better. I know she wasn’t, though, not only from her words but because her brother Matty is a Class-A asshole. Full of shit little fucker that I love knocking down a few pegs when I’m on the ice with him. We had to play together once, and it was the worst championship of my life. If my brothers tease me for being a puck hog, they haven’t played with that dick. It was horrible, and I can’t believe someone as gorgeous and beautiful as she is could come from the same womb as that jerk-off.

Kissing her forehead, I lean back, studying her. “Avery, I do like you for you. From the moment I met you, I have. Nothing can change that. No one matters but you.”

Leaning her head to mine, she closes her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

That time she meant it. Swallowing hard, I tangle my fingers in her hair as our noses move together. “Okay.”

She presses her lips to mine, and I kiss her back. I pray this is it. That nothing else will come between us like this. Just from this one argument, I can tell she doesn’t do conflict well. She shuts down, and I really don’t ever want to watch that happen again. I know it will, though. That’s a relationship, but man, I just want to make her happy. After a year of shit, I want this to be easy between us.

“I don’t like fighting with you,” she whispers against my lips, reading my mind like always.

“I don’t either,” I say softly, my eyes burning into hers. “Just open up, Avery. That’s all I want.”

“I know, and I’m trying.”

“Good,” I say, holding her gaze. “And that’s it, right? Your mom isn’t the queen of England or something, right?”

She grins as she shakes her head. “No, she’s a stay-at-home mom.”

“Okay. So that’s it? No more surprises down the road, right?”

She pauses for a second. I almost think she’s going to say more, but instead, she shakes her head. “No, nothing else. What you see is what you get.”

I smile as I gather her in my arms, my lips against hers. “Well, what I see is definitely what I want.”

I just hope it doesn’t burn me in the end.
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“Do you think I’m good enough to start querying to record labels?”

Looking up from where he is shoveling food into his mouth, Jace nods. “Yeah, for sure.” I give him a look and he grins. “What? You look superhot today. I like your boobs.”

“Focus, Jace. Up here,” I say, pointing to my eyes, but his gaze is on the cleavage my shirt is providing him with. The V-neck cuts down way lower than I usually wear, giving him one hell of a view, but I loved it when I saw it at the campus boutique. While the front only shows boobs, the back has the emblem for the Bullies in pretty glitter.

Yes, I said glitter.

And yes, I’m wearing my boyfriend’s team’s shirt.

I’m now that girl.

“So if you weren’t sleeping with me, you would think I was good enough to query?” I ask, even though I doubt he’s listening. He’s looking at my boobs like he’s going to eat them the way he’s eating his sub.

Finally, he looks up, his eyes playful. “Yeah, Av, seriously. You’re amazing.”

Grinning, I wiggle my shoulders as I tighten the strings of my guitar. “Okay. I think I’m gonna do it.”

He nods. “Okay, let me know if you need help.”

I smile. “Thanks.”

“Because you know, I do some wicked backup vocals. Plus, I’ve got some mean-ass beats. I got you.”

I shudder in horror. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

He grins and I smile back until I hear, “Hey, guys. Avery, you almost ready?”

I nod and don’t miss the way Jace glares at Todd, which only makes me smile more. “Almost, I’ll meet you back there.”

“Cool,” he says with a grin and then walks away without another word. I glance back at Jace, and he’s still glaring. His face kills me, and I still can’t believe that only two days ago I could have lost him. It was all my fault, I know that, but I shut down, unable to own up to the fact that I hid who my dad was. I’m just so used to doing it that I did it to the one person I care about. I still feel bad about it. Jace, though, all he cares about is moving forward.

“So is Todd going to be backup vocals?” he asks, emphasizing Todd’s name in a snide way.

“No,” I say simply, moving my fingers down my strings.

“Good. And you know, you’re lucky I’m confident and not jealous of you two singing together.”

I scoff. “You are jealous.”

He waves me off. “No proof of that.”

“Jace, you’re glaring at him like he stole your hockey stick and set it on fire.”

He rolls his eyes. “Please, he couldn’t get near my sticks, for one. And for two, I’m sure my look is more along the lines of ‘Don’t touch my woman.’”

I grin. “Fine, whatever. He means nothing.”

“Damn right, and you best believe he couldn’t make you scream or squirm the way I do,” he says, reaching under the table, his fingers dancing along the inside of my thighs. Unlike before, when I would tense up, now I only giggle and bat away his hand. It’s so great to be able to enjoy his touches and not freak out that he could find out about my scars because he already knows and accepts me. I kind of wish I would have told him sooner, that I would have let him in. I think I underestimated him, and I regret that.

Maybe if I hadn’t been so hung up on the fact that no one could love me, I could have enjoyed him the way I am now, sooner. Because now… God, I’m in bliss. Like pure, unadulterated harmony. The last couple days have been perfect and everything I’ve ever wanted. I always wanted that fairy-tale love, and I think I got it. He completes me, fills the holes and the dents inside me, and I couldn’t ask for someone to be so in tune with me.

He’s my song.

But yet, Friday night continues to weigh heavily on me.

I still can’t shake that I sort of lied to him. When he asked if there would be any more surprises, I said no, because I feel what happened with Caleb shouldn’t be a surprise. I feel like it shouldn’t ever come up, and I’m okay with that. I’m starting to let it go, or at least I hope I am. I need to. One of the things Dr. Glasscoy said was to banish the whole thing from my head and enjoy what is looking at me daily.

That’s Jace.

So while I think I should tell him, I feel like that’s going backward. I want to shoot forward. I want to live and I’ve got to let go of my past. I’ve got to let go of the pain Caleb caused, and I’ve definitely got to let go of the pain my family has put me through. They don’t want me, fine. Jace does, and that’s everything to me.

“So after the show, you got plans?”

I look up, his dark, lust-filled gaze locking on mine. “Nope.”

“Good, Markus has a date tonight. So I was thinking I could take you back to my place and make you scream my name for a couple of hours.”

Breathless, I grin as I shrug. “How? Playing Mario Kart ’cause you’re a cheater?”

He glares, his eyes still so dark as a grin pulls at his lips. “I don’t cheat. I’m a winner at all I do. Especially when I’m between those thighs of yours,” he says so low and so dirty that heat gathers between those very thighs.

Swallowing hard, I look away, shaking my head. “Jeez, Jace, I’ve got to go onstage.”

“Yup, and while you’re singing with that dude, you’ll be thinking of me.”

Standing up, I roll my eyes. “I always think of you.”

He grins, reaching for me and pulling me into his lap. Lord, he’s hard. Wrapping one arm around his neck since my other is holding my guitar, I lean my head toward his as he says, “Good, but just to be sure, I can’t wait to have you in my mouth, my fingers—”

“Jace Ryan Sinclair!”

He only grins, his eyes sinful as his arms tighten around my waist. “Fine, fine,” he laughs, his lips traveling up my neck. “Hurry up so I can take you home.”

I close my eyes as his lips travel up my neck then along my jaw before taking my lips with his. Falling deeply into the kiss, I don’t want to do anything else but be right here. In his arms, his mouth moving with mine. When I pull back, his eyes sparkle with desire, and I swear, I’ll never feel anything like what I feel right now. This all-consuming kind of feeling that is putting me on the edge but also on top of the world.

Because I’m pretty sure I’m in love with him.

The reason I say pretty sure is because something is holding me back. The last time I loved someone, I almost died from it, and that scares me. Scares me to let go of that control and allow myself to fall so damn hard for him. But I’m finding I can’t control what I feel for him. That these feelings are out of control and I should just accept it. Embrace it because there won’t be another love like ours. People beg to feel like this about someone. Hell, they write songs about it. And as I fall deeper into Jace’s eyes, I’m living all my favorite songs.

Cupping my face, he grins. “Got something to say?”

His eyes are challenging, like he knows what is going on in my head. It’s crazy how he does that. But I shake my head. “You’re hot.”

He smirks. “Duh.”

Rolling my eyes, I get up as he smacks my ass. I flash him a grin before heading toward the back. As I walk away, I feel his gaze on me and I love it. I love that no matter where we are, together or apart, I know he is thinking about me. That I matter to him. He couldn’t ignore me if he tried, and the same goes for me. I’m immersed in him and as much as it worries me, losing that control, I wouldn’t trust anyone but him with my heart.

I mean, just look at the way he cares for his family. He calls Angie three times a week just to talk to her. About nothing. He just loves her. His mom, every day he talks to her. His siblings, the same. A day doesn’t go by when he doesn’t talk to his family, and I love that so much. It’s so beautiful and speaks volumes for the kind of person he is. He loves. With all his fucking heart, and I would be the luckiest girl in the world to be on the receiving end of that kind of love. He’s everything I never knew I could ever want or need.

Yeah, I need him.

Which might be pathetic in some people’s eyes, but in mine, it’s perfect. He makes me happy, and since I’ve never had that, I’m holding on tight. That does freak me out a bit. Am I grasping and holding on just because I’ve never had it, or is it real? I go back and forth asking that question. But when I look in his eyes or I see him across campus and he’s grinning ear to ear at the sight of me, or when he sits front row at all my gigs, or when he looks up at me from the ice, making sure I’m there, I can’t help but believe it’s real. That I found the one.

Grinning, I head to the back as Todd comes out. “Ready?”

I nod. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

“Awesome.”

We already set up and we were supposed to go on ten minutes ago, but, oh well. Jace got off late and I wanted to visit with him. I doubt Todd minds because he’s all smiles.

I follow him onto the stage, and the crowd is a little less packed than normal tonight, but I don’t care. I’m not worried about anyone but the guy three tables back, devouring a sub. We start with Todd’s set, and I’m really only here to support him and make him sound better. I think I do that, but I can’t tell since Jace just looks bored. It’s obvious he doesn’t like Todd, and I think it’s funny. That a guy is actually so into me to be jealous of someone else. It makes me feel a certain way and I almost forget the words to Todd’s song, causing me to look away.

Like I thought before, he’s a distraction.

When Todd’s set is over, we turn to the center, our guitars facing each other. With his gaze on me, he starts the intricate opening to “I Was Made For Loving You” by Tori Kelly and Ed Sheeran. It’s my favorite song right now. Mainly because it reminds me of Jace. As I join in, my fingers moving along the strings in unison with Todd’s, I start to sing, my eyes closed and the lyrics coming from my soul. I swear they wrote this song with Jace and me in mind. As I sing, a little grin on my face, I can’t help but wish it was Jace who was singing with me.

If he could sing.

As Todd joins me on the chorus, our voices blend so perfectly, I’m almost speechless at how awesome we sound. When he takes his part, I open my eyes to find that his eyes are locked on mine. There’s intensity in his eyes and maybe something more.

Jesus.

Looking out in the crowd as the chorus starts, I try not to laugh. I don’t know what he is thinking, looking at me like that. Yeah, the song is all about being in love, but Jace is it for me. I was made to love him. As my eyes lock with his, Jace’s mouth curves as his head moves to the beat of the music. I swear, he is hanging on every word coming out of my mouth. Almost like he has been waiting his whole life to hear me sing this song.

I hope he has.

Because I’ve been waiting to sing it to him.
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I fall onto the bed beneath him, and his mouth takes mine as his fingers move up my ribs, cupping my breast. Hungrily, our mouths move together as he rubs his hard cock against my hot center, taking away my breath. Arching against him, I cry out when he takes my nipple between his fingers, squeezing hard, his mouth covering mine to capture my cries of desire. Moving my hands up his back, I dig my nails into his shoulders as our kisses become more urgent and a little sloppier.

Not that I care.

Pulling away, he bites into my bottom lip, a deep sound coming from the back of my throat before he lets go, a grin pulling at those wicked lips. Reaching for my shirt, he pulls it up and over my head. “You were so fucking hot tonight.”

Gasping for air, I grin as his fingers dance along my ribs. “Just take me.”

“Oh, I am. I just need you naked.”

He unhooks my bra and his eyes fall to my breasts as I say, “You too, get naked.”

Pulling his shirt up, I take him by his work pants, unbuttoning them and pushing them down his hips with his help. When he gets them off, along with his boxers, he throws them over the edge. I kiss up his chest, my eyes drifting shut from the intoxicating smell of coffee coming off his skin. Threading his fingers in my hair, he pulls my head back, capturing my mouth before he takes ahold of my breast. I’m throbbing for him, my body is on fire, and I have to have him in me. Pulling my mouth from his, I nibble down his jaw, his hands working to get my pants undone. But he doesn’t get far with my mouth distracting him.

“Fuck,” he breathes when I take his nipple between my teeth, biting lightly. His hands take me by the hips, squeezing me as I go on all fours, licking the head of his cock. “Oh, fuck me.”

“Trying,” I whisper against his cock before taking it in my mouth and moving my lips up and down him. Soon, he is thrusting into my mouth the way I wanted him to. Taking me by the back of my head, he is quickly fucking my mouth with an urgency that has me dripping down my thighs. My eyes are watering with each thrust, but I love it. Fucking love it. Each thrust is demanding as I suck him in and he pulls out, his sounds of pleasure encouraging me not to stop. I want to taste him, but soon he is stopping, pulling me up to kiss me.

“Jace,” I pout as he lays me down, pulling my jeans off. “I wanted you to come in my mouth.”

He pauses, my jeans at my knees, and says, “Really?”

I nod, a grin pulling at my lips. “Yeah.”

Pulling my jeans off, he throws them over his shoulder. But he pauses when his eyes fall on the scars on the insides of my thighs. I hadn’t realized the lights were on due to the white-hot desire coursing between us. I almost press my legs together to hide them, but then his fingers are tracing them before he looks up at me. “These don’t define you, Avery.”

My throat is thick with emotion as I nod slowly. “Okay.”

“You hear me? This isn’t you anymore.”

I nod with more force, tears stinging my eyes before he nods and goes back up on his knees. Pointing to his cock, he says, “As you were.”

I don’t think he realizes how much this moment means to me. I’m still out of breath, one side of my mouth quirking as I go back to all fours, opening my mouth for him. When he pushes his cock into my mouth, I close my eyes, the velvety smooth skin of him so good, I only want more. As he thrusts in and out of my mouth, his tempo increases. His hand wraps around my hair, pulling with each thrust, my name dropping off his lips in the most sinful way. When his hand comes around, squeezing my ass, I gag at how far he goes in, but then he is coming. Closing my eyes tightly, I don’t care about anything else but his come going down my throat and his guttural moan filling the room.

Satisfaction courses through my body as his cock throbs in my mouth. When I look up at him, God, he is beautiful. His body is covered in a thin sheen of sweat, his head hanging behind him as he sucks in air and lets it back out. “Good Lord,” he moans out as he backs away, his cock falling from my lips. “You hot little thing,” he teases as he squeezes my hair in his hand, my scalp burning from the roughness, but I crave it. Pulling my head back, he takes my mouth, his tongue searching, playing with my tongue, only making me wetter as I get lost in his kisses. When he pulls away, I whimper for more, but he shakes his head.

“Turn around.”

I go to roll onto my belly, but he stops me. “No, stay on all fours but with your ass this way.”

I do as he asks and I put my ass in the air, ready for him to enter me. But when his mouth is on my pussy with a vengeance, I cry out. He opens me up, his tongue moving along the inside of me, along the entrance of my pussy, fucking me ever so slowly. Gripping my hips, he fucks me with his tongue, his fingers biting into my ass as my shrieks become louder and I clutch the sheets for support. Trembling under the assault of his mouth, my whole body tenses up. But then he stops. I look back, but I don’t see him. I don’t have to wait long before I feel him, though. His head is between my legs and then he is pulling me down so I’m sitting on his mouth.

“Holy shit,” I cry out, my knees on either side of his head, my hands coming up to hold my breasts.

As he devours me, I shake with anticipation, ready to come, ready to release as his tongue flicks along my clit, making me wild with lust. He moves his fingers inside of me, and I jerk against him, the sensation too much but so freaking good. As he sucks my clit into his mouth over and over again, his fingers going deeper and deeper, I’m so high in the clouds, I’m unsure if I can come back down. But soon my body shakes with my orgasm and I quiver against his mouth as he continues to suck me through it. I thrash against his mouth, jerking from the overwhelming love he is bestowing on me. He chuckles as he stops, smacking me lightly against my clit.

“Jace,” I cry as he does it again.

“That’s right. Fuck, you taste good,” he murmurs against my lips before pushing me back up and hopping up behind me. Pressing my chest to the bed, he tangles his hand in my hair as he drops kisses down my back, sending shivers throughout my body. Closing my eyes, I try to collect myself as the sound of a tearing condom wrapper fills the room. When he enters me, I suck in a breath, my whole body tensing up from the invasion. But it’s welcome. Damn it, it’s so welcome. Taking me by my shoulders, he lifts me before he starts to pound into me, each thrust so hard and fulfilling I almost can’t handle it. I lift my ass so he can go deeper, his fingers digging into my shoulders as he pounds into me. And I’m gone. So fucking gone.

The smack of his body against my ass is like music to me and soon becomes my favorite sound ever. When I look back at him, he looks so beautiful and in the zone. But then he reaches for me, one hand holding my breast, his other hand finding my clit as his teeth sink into my shoulder. Crying out, I watch his face as he fucks me with his cock and his finger against my clit. He demolishes me, and I almost can’t stay up on all fours as he sends me into convulsions, my orgasm rocking my body so hard.

As he kisses my shoulder, I squeeze my eyes shut, his name falling from my lips as he pounds into me. It’s so damn good, such a tight fit as my body squeezes him. When I open my eyes, our gazes lock, and I feel it. We are falling even more for each other. I wonder if he feels it too. The euphoric, all-consuming feeling of his taking what he wants from me and my giving it to him. He can have it all. Everything.

With one hand at my hip, his other takes me by my chin, and then he is jerking into me, his own orgasm racking his body. His fingers bite into my jaw, but I just turn into his hand, biting his palm, causing him to cry out ever so perfectly. Pulling me against his chest, he takes my mouth with his, his hands holding me close as we get lost in our kisses. It was so frantic, so much need between us that I’m trembling against him. Squeezing me tightly, he kisses me once and then twice before pulling back to look at me.

He looks more than gorgeous, and I can’t even fathom how I got here. How I was able to get the most amazing, sweetest guy ever to want me. I mean, he’s just beautiful. His face is red, sweat dripping down his temple, and his lips swollen from our kisses. Kissing my nose, he leans his head against mine, sharing the same uneven breath with me. Just like we are one.

I don’t ever want anything else but this.

Holding my gaze, he cups my jaw, running his thumb along my bottom lip. “I loved the song you sang tonight.”

I laugh. “You rock my world and then you bring up a song?”

He grins, sucking in breaths. “The whole time you were singing, I just wanted you, but it was more than that. I love it.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, I almost thought it was for Todd, but then you looked at me like you are now, that hot, sex-kitten look, and I knew it was for me.”

“It was,” I whisper, our lips moving against each other not in a kiss, but just a feel. When he pauses, his eyes burning into mine, I smile. “What?”

Looking bashful, his eyes are blazing as he asks, “Does it feel like the first time, every time to you?”

I raise a brow. “What do you mean?”

“Like, do you get the butterflies still?”

I hadn’t until he said that, and as they go nuts in my gut, I nod. “I call them June bugs now.”

His forehead presses to mine and his eyes fall closed. “I hope that feeling never ends.”

“Me too.”

“I hope this never ends.”

I close my eyes and my heart skips a beat as I slowly nod against his head. “Me too.”
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Running my finger lazily along her spine, I look out the window as light begins to fill the room. It’s early, only five, and I have no clue why I’m awake. Probably because I’m so used to it from working for the last three weeks at the coffee shop. But man, I wish I could go back to sleep. Today, I don’t have to work or go to practice, it’s guaranteed sleep time, but instead I’m staring at the ceiling.

I look over to Markus’s bed and see that he is not there. He didn’t come home last night. Interesting. Guess this thing with Mekena is going well. He may have not been very committed or even think it could work, but every time I see him, I see her, so I’m thinking it is. Not that it’s any of my business. I have my girl in my arms and nothing else matters but her right now.

Looking down at Avery, I smile as I move her hair out of her face, kissing her forehead. She nuzzles into my neck and my grin grows. I remember when she told me she didn’t like to cuddle. I kind of don’t believe her, though. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t that she didn’t like it, it was that she never had the chance to enjoy it. Hell, that could go for a lot of things. Especially hockey, because since my first game, she’s come to practice and she doesn’t look bored. So yeah, I think I’m right. She doesn’t know what she likes because everything she’s had has been shit.

Not anymore.

When she pulls back, looking up at me sleepily, her brows pull together.

“Why are you awake? I thought you didn’t have work or practice.”

I nod. “I don’t. I’m just awake.”

“Oh,” she says with a yawn before cuddling back into my side. “Try to go back to sleep.”

I chuckle. “Trying.”

She closes her eyes, her arms sprawled lazily across my chest as she lets out a long breath. Looking up at the ceiling, I close my eyes and I stay like that for a very long time. But it’s no use, I’m not going back to sleep. Glancing back down at her, I know she isn’t sleeping and I don’t want to disturb her, but I’m bored.

Reaching for my phone, I scroll through my Facebook until she says, “Shit, now I’m awake.”

“Sorry.”

She shakes her head. “No big deal. We can just lie here.”

“Mm,” I say, dropping my phone to my side before nuzzling my nose in her hair, my arms wrapping around her naked body. “My favorite place to be.”

Her lips curve as she rubs her nose along my jaw. “You need to shave.”

I shrug. “I’ll get to it.”

Still rubbing with her nose, her fingers come up to my jaw and my eyes fall shut at her touch. “I think I like it.”

“Then I’ll keep it.”

“Tattoos and scruff are kryptonite to some girls.”

I smile. “True, but I only want to be kryptonite to one girl.”

“This is true,” she says against my jaw. “And you are just that.”

“Awesome, winning as usual.”

“Jeez, there isn’t enough room in this bed for us and that big ol’ head of yours.”

“Don’t hate, appreciate.”

Her body shakes with laughter as she holds me tightly, and I feel on top of the world. When she tilts her head back, her eyes on me, I smile at how gorgeous she is. Her eyes are still sleepy, her face red on one side from lying on me, and her grin…it just feels right. Like she is meant to look up at me in bed with that little kitten grin. As I get lost in her eyes, I wonder what she’s thinking or how she’s feeling.

Is she in love with me as I am with her?

“You’ve only been in love once?” I find myself asking. I’m not sure why I said that, but I want to know. Just like that, the grin is gone. Shit. Looking down at my chest, she presses her nose to my neck and I look at the ceiling, wishing like hell she didn’t shut down on me like this. I mean—

“Yeah,” she says, interrupting my inner monologue of bitching and moaning that I’m in love with a girl who doesn’t want to share shit with me. “Caleb.”

“Caleb?”

Please don’t be Caleb Rutherford.

“Caleb Rutherford.”

Fuck me. For some reason, I knew it was him, though. Ever since I realized who her brother is, I wondered. There used to not be a moment when you didn’t see Caleb with Matty. Sometimes I questioned if they had a thing the way they were constantly together. Not sure what happened to him, though. I haven’t heard anything about him in a while, but he was a damn good player…

Oh, shit.

Swallowing hard, I say, “So it was serious?”

She shrugs. “Yeah, I mean, it was on my end, and I thought on his end, too.”

“What happened?” I ask, my heart pounding inside my rib cage.

Sitting up, she leans her arms on my chest, holding her head up as she looks down at the tattoo on my chest. Running her fingers along it, she says, “I always had a crush on him when we were growing up. He was always around because Matty was up his ass twenty-four seven. I mean, it was only natural that I would fall for some hotshot hockey player. He was good-looking and he would flirt with me when Matty wasn’t around. He was my first kiss, my first time, my first love, and then it just went sour. I don’t know, but he was just mean.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure. It’s like it was a light switch. It was crazy and then he broke up with me, and I was devastated.”

“And you started cutting?”

She nods, working her lip. Swallowing hard, she looks up at me. “He was so mean, Jace. I mean, like over and above mean. Even after we broke up, he still contacted me just to be hateful.”

“What a fucktard.”

She nods. “I loved him, but then I wonder if I was obsessed because I wanted to be loved so damn bad.”

I nod. “Maybe.”

“Yeah,” she says, looking absently at my chest. “It sucks. He really did a number on me.”

Her eyes are full of pure agony, and it kills me to see. Cupping her face, I run my thumb along her jawbone. “I’m sorry. If I ever see him again, I’ll kick his ass.”

Her lips curve as she shakes her head. “You won’t. He stopped playing.”

“Why?” I ask, my heart in my throat. I hate what I’m assuming, but it’s just so easy to. Her dad has the power to ruin careers, and if Caleb broke Avery’s heart, any father would do just that. Even douchebag fathers.

“I’m not sure. I never got the full story because Matty and he stopped being friends.”

“Really?” My heart is thudding in my throat. “Why?”

“No clue. Laurence told me once they got into a fistfight about something—not me, believe me. I asked since I hoped my brother would fight for my honor, but he hadn’t. It was about something else. No one knows why, but Caleb disappeared after that.”

“Wow,” I say, finding my voice. “So your dad didn’t ruin his career?” She shoots me a look of annoyance, and I shrug, a forgiving smile on my lips. “Come on, Avery. Dude was good, and for him to just quit… That’s odd, you know?”

“No, I do know. But no, the way I hear it is he quit himself. Stories fly all over the Princeton Hockey Club, and from what I heard, he wasn’t getting the position he wanted. Matty and Laurence were getting everything, so he quit. He was crazy stuck-up and entitled, so maybe that had something to do with it. I don’t know, but last I heard, he’s touring Africa.”

“Africa? Over hockey? That’s blasphemy,” I add with a grin, and she smiles as she shrugs.

“Yeah, I don’t know. I try not to think about him much. Everything about him is a bad memory.”

I nod slowly as she laces our fingers together. “How old were you?”

“Fifteen, almost sixteen.”

“Wow, so it had to suck.”

“Yeah, it blew badly. I didn’t think I would recover.” Her statement sounds loaded and I want to ask more, but she shrugs, looking up at me. “But I did. It’s a struggle, and sometimes I get overwhelmed, but I’m trying to do what makes me happy.”

“That’s all I want,” I say, kissing the back of her hand.

Smiling shyly at me, she says, “It’s ’cause of you, Jace.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, I’m happy because of you.”

Bringing her flat against my chest, I kiss her nose. “Same here, baby.”

Pressing my lips to hers, I close my eyes as our lips dance together in perfect unison. This girl and kissing are my two favorite things lately. As her hands thread through my hair, I hold her face, my body going taut and my cock coming to life. I roll on top of her, and she grins as I press myself into her hot center. Kissing down her throat, I go to her chest, but then she taps me.

“Markus isn’t here, is he?” she whispers, her eyes wide, and I shake my head.

“Nope.”

“Oh, didn’t he go out with Mekena last night?”

Kissing her throat, I nod. “He did.”

“Guess it went well.”

“Yup, he got lucky. Now hush and let me get lucky.”

Her airy giggles intoxicate me as I kiss down her body, dipping my tongue in her belly button. Moving her thighs apart, I kiss each one, moving my nose along each of the cuts. There is no possible way I can explain how much I hate them. Or him. I hate Caleb. How he could do this to her, or better yet, how her family could allow her to maul herself without notice just breaks me. Hurts me soul deep. I wish I would have known her. I wish I had been her first love, her first kiss, and her first lover. Because I wouldn’t have done that.

I would have loved her.

And she would have never harmed herself. Never.

When I dip my tongue between her lips, she arches off the bed into my mouth. I swear, I love how responsive she is. She screams like no other, and boy, does it wind me tight. Pushing her legs back, I take her wet center into my mouth, devouring her as she squirms beneath me. She tastes like heaven, and I could stay between these thighs for the rest of my life and not give two shits. Life is great when I’m between these thighs.

When she comes, she comes hard against my mouth, my name yelping from her lips as she twitches beneath me. Kissing each little lip, I sit up, crawling over her to reach my dresser. Pulling a condom out, I sheath myself before going between her legs and entering her with one thrust. She cries out and her hands come to my shoulders as I push my body into hers. Pressing my forehead to hers, I look into her eyes as I drive into her ever so slowly. Her body is still squeezing mine, and fuck, it feels good.

Squeezing her thigh and hip, I move in and out of her tight body, her fingers biting into my shoulders as she whimpers my name. Her eyes are locked on mine, her whole body flushed with lust. I swear, I’ve never seen beauty like this. Not even scoring the winning goal in the championship amounts to being between Avery’s thighs.

Fuck.

I’m a goner.

I’m hers.

And I’m completely okay with that.

Moving my nose along hers, I whisper, “Could you love me?”

Her eyes widen at that as she meets my gaze. “What?” she gasps as I move in and out of her.

“Could you love me?” I ask, still moving into her, my rhythm picking up because I’m almost there. She arches her back and I take her nipple into my mouth, making her scream as I bite down. “Answer me,” I demand and she nods.

“Yes.”

I almost ask if she does love me, but soon I can’t take it, and I’m coming just as hard as she did with a harsh groan. Gasping, I tuck my face against her neck as I fight for breath, my body still trembling, as is hers. Holding on to me, she trails kisses up my shoulders and my neck before stopping at my ear.

“Could you love me?”

I nod, pulling back to look at her. “Yeah, I could, I—”

Her phone interrupts me and she looks toward it, confused. Looking back at me, she says, “Who would be calling at seven in the morning?”

“I don’t know.” I roll off her and she gets her phone, frantic. Looking at the display, she shrugs.

“I don’t know who it is.”

“Answer.” I pull off the condom and throw it in the trash. “It could be family.”

She gives me a deadpan look, but she answers anyway. “Hello?”

She nods at whatever is being said on the other end. “Oh no, it’s okay. I’m up.” I watch as her face changes from confusion to an almost ecstatic look. “Really? Yes, that is no problem at all.”

I don’t know why she is so happy, but I smile anyway. She looks beautiful, her face is flushed, red splotches are all over her body, and she looks very much like a woman who was just loved right.

“No, that’s sounds awesome. I can’t wait to meet you. Yeah, for sure,” she says, bouncing on the bed. “I’m sorry if this is rude, but how did you hear of me? YouTube?”

When her face twists in confusion, I start to worry, but then her eyes are on me. “He did? Wow. Yeah, he’s the most amazing guy ever. Yeah, thank you. Can’t wait to meet you. Bye.”

Dropping the phone in her lap, her eyes are still burning into mine and I’m on edge, wanting to know what is going on. “What’s up? Who was that?”

Her lips curve as she moves into my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck. Leaning back to look at me, she says, “That was Stu Waters of Jelly Records, and he wants to meet with me on Wednesday to discuss my career. Not an internship. My singing career.”

“Holy shit! That’s awesome, baby,” I yell, hugging her tightly before kissing her hard on the lips. “Told you you were awesome.”

She smiles shyly, tears in her eyes. “You sent him my demo.”

Grinning, I nod. “I’m behind you one hundred percent, Avery. I believe in you.”

When a tear rolls down her face, I wipe it away quickly and she whispers, “I’ve never had someone believe in me.”

“Well, that’s because people are dumb. I’m actually very smart. Ask my mom, she’ll tell you.”

Her face breaks into a grin before she presses her forehead to my chin. “I think I love you, Jace.”

Everything stops. My heart, my breathing, time, everything. Just stops.

“What?”

Pulling back, she nods slowly, her tears streaming down her face. “I love you.”

“You do?”

She smiles. “I knew I did before this moment, but I’ve been so scared to give you all of me because of what happened with Caleb. But I couldn’t fight the feelings. I’ve loved you for a while. But now… Now, I just have to tell you. And if you don’t love me yet, I understand, but I—”

“I love you,” I say quickly, gathering her face in my hands as my eyes burn into hers. “I think I’ve loved you since the moment I met you.”

A sob breaks from her as she hugs me tightly, but that isn’t enough. Pulling away, I capture her mouth. For some reason, they’re different, our kisses. They mean more. They hold so much promise, and as our lips dance together, I know I’ll never have a more perfect moment than this.

Pulling back, she looks deep into my eyes and whispers, “Say it again, Jace.”

God, she is so perfect. Her eyes are hopeful, her cheeks flushed, but what I see most in the depths of those turquoise eyes is that she loves me. Completely. I think I’ve always seen it, but I wasn’t sure. Now I know. Smiling, I clear my throat free of emotion and whisper back, “I love you, Avery Rose Haverbrooke.”

Her name still scares me, especially the people behind that name. But that’s a distant thought as she grins, her tears falling faster down her sweet face as she nods. “I think I’ve been waiting to be loved by you. My whole life.”

And with that, suddenly my eyes start to itch.

Not because I’m a pussy.

It’s allergies.

And maybe because I’m so in love it hurts.

And also because I know I’ve been waiting my whole life to love someone like her.
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Me: I think I’m gonna puke.

Jace: You’re not gonna puke, you got this.

Me: I can’t sit still, I think I’m having a panic attack! Did I take my meds??

Jace: You did, baby, you’re fine. This is your moment. Live it.

Me: I’m scared. What if he hates me? What if he thinks I suck! What if I forget the lyrics??

Jace: That won’t happen and it’s just a meeting, you don’t even have your guitar.

Me: What if he gives me one? What do I sing?!

Jace: My song.

 

That calms me a bit as I look around the brightly colored office. The lady behind the desk looks at me and gives me a smile, which I return. But then I’m freaking out again and frantically typing him back.

 

Me: Okay, what if he hates it?

Jace: Then he’s a douche.

Me: Jace! I’m freaking out!

Jace: lol, don’t, babe! Because when you leave that meeting, I’ll be waiting for you and whatever happens, we’ll do it together.

 

Biting into my lip, I know he’s right and I am so thankful he is waiting for me. I wish he had come up with me. I know, I shouldn’t depend on him, but I’m a nervous wreck. He was really against coming up, though, saying it would look bad for him to be there since this wasn’t his meeting, it was mine. Since he has been to so many meetings for different hockey teams, I decided he might be right. I know he’s only right downstairs, parked on the side of the road, but I really wish he had come with me.

Ugh, am I becoming one of those needy bitches?

Ack!

Looking back at my phone when it vibrates, I smile.

 

Jace: You got this.

Me: I love you.

Jace: I love you more.

 

I don’t think I’ll ever get used to those three words coming from his mouth. I’ve wanted to be loved by someone like Jace my whole life, and now I’ve got it. It’s freaking awesome.

“Ms. Rose? Stu will see you now.”

Whipping my head to the receptionist who is standing, waiting on me, I suck in a deep breath.

Oh Jesus, take the wheel. Please.

Swallowing hard, I get up and follow her through the office and to the empty conference room near the back. I look back at her, confused, and she smiles. “He’ll be right in. Would you like a drink?”

I shake my head frantically, but then I pause. You got this. I hear Jace saying it to me in my head, and I know he’s right. So, with a smile, I slowly shake my head, taking in a breath before saying, “No, thank you.”

“Okay, he’ll be right in. Have a seat.”

I do as she asks, surveying the room that is full of gold and silver records of some of my favorite artists. I did research on him before I came, and of course, Jelly Records is the home of some really big names.

And he called me.

Oh, hell.

Swallowing hard around the lump in my throat, I beg myself to be chill. I’ve got this. This is awesome. So many people beg for this chance, and I got it. I sort of don’t like how it came about since Jace contacted his dad to get Stu to listen. But then, why doesn’t it matter? Whatever way gets me there, I’m okay with. Well, not really. I’m not sucking dick to get to the top. I happily suck Jace’s dick, but that’s irrelevant. In this case, I’m okay with the circumstances. I just want to shine. I want to be something great.

When the door opens, I realize I hadn’t even noticed it was shut until a very tall man closes it again behind him and looks over at me with a huge smile on his face. On the phone, I thought I was meeting with an older guy. But this guy is young and huge. Over six feet, with broad shoulders and thick arms. His brown hair is long, dusting his shoulders, while his brown-eyed gaze is very intimidating. Despite his age, which can’t be over thirty, he looks distinguished. Like one of those high-up guys, and my heart is pounding so hard against my ribs as he pins me with a look.

“Avery Rose! Nice to meet ya! I’m Stu Waters,” he says, shaking my hand and I plead with myself to remember how to talk.

“It’s wonderful to meet you,” I somehow say and he grins as he pulls out a chair, setting his computer down.

“Really excited to talk with ya, feel ya out, see what you’re thinkin’,” he says quickly, his Southern drawl lacing his voice. “So, tell me your story.”

“My story?” I croak out and he grins.

“Yeah, who are you?”

I shrug. “I’m me.”

“And that is?” he asks, leaning on his hand, and I smile.

“Amazing,” I say, taking a page out of Jace’s book, and he grins back at me. “I moved here from Princeton, New Jersey to follow my dreams. My parents didn’t believe that I could or would do it when I started talking about it back in March, but I knew I was leaving. I want to be a singer or a songwriter. Maybe even both. I go to school at Bellevue, pursuing a music degree, and I start my internship at Empress Records in January. I do at least four gigs a week, and I’ve gotten pretty popular on campus—”

“Yeah, I came to your show downtown at Lyrics last week.”

I cringe. “You did?”

“Yeah, it was great. I love how you work that loop pedal.”

“Thank you.”

“Very Ed Sheeran of you.”

“I learned how to do it after watching one of his shows. I thought it was amazing.”

He nods. “For sure! Awesome, yeah. I mean, you’re great, love your style, love your voice. It’s very smoky, I love it. Kinda a mix between Alanis Morissette and Sara Bareilles.”

“Wow, thank you,” I say, and I pray he doesn’t see that I’m freaking the hell out. Those women are my idols, and he’s saying my voice is like theirs? Eek!

“For sure, and you are good lyrically. You could be better, and I think with some work, I can get you there.”

“You can?”

“Oh, yeah. I’m not sure if I can sell you, though,” he says, shaking his head as he looks me over. Sell me? Why? Am I doing something wrong? Shit, I wasn’t ready for this. “You’re like every other girl out there with this dream, a female version of Ed. And I don’t know, I don’t think it will sell.”

“I think I would sell well.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean, sure, I’m like every girl out there, but I feel my voice is unique, rustic, and I’m likable. Plus, I have drive. I fight for what I want.”

He nods. “Yeah, I agree. I like you, but I don’t know if everyone else will. Okay, hold on. Let’s see what you think about this,” he says, pausing before leaning forward and hitting the button on the phone in the middle of the table. He then leans back in his chair to cross his arms as the receptionist’s voice fills the room.

“Yes, Stu?”

“Hey, do we have any internships open?”

“Yeah, you fired that kid last week, remember?”

He pauses. “What? I did?”

“He spilled your coffee down your shirt in front of Diddy.”

“Oh!” he says, laughing, and my eyes widen. “That’s right. But I fired him?”

“Yes.”

“Hm, seems a little drastic, don’t you think?”

“Diddy didn’t think so.”

“Then I’m awesome! Okay, and I haven’t hired anyone else?”

“Nope, you have a whole stack of applications on your desk.”

“Cool, thanks,” he says before clicking the button again and looking at me. “Blow off that unpaid internship at Empress and come work here now. My interns get eight bucks an hour.”

“Wow, sign me up.”

“That’s my girl.” He grins. “And then, wait,” he says, pausing and hitting the button again. He’s very erratic. I like it, but at the same time, it makes me twitch. I want to slow him down, make him think, but he’s working at a thousand miles an hour.

“Yes, Stu.”

“Hey, when is our next showcase?”

“March fourth,” she says and he nods.

“That’s right, thanks,” he says, clicking off and looking at me. “We have a showcase coming up. All the talent I believe in comes and performs. Invite your family, your boyfriend, and rock the socks off not only them and me but my colleagues, too. I really believe in your music, and I think it’s going to be awesome. In the meantime, though, you’ll work here, we’ll work on your songwriting, and you’ll learn the ropes. Meet people, do the damn thing, you know?”

I can only nod as my cheeks start to hurt from smiling so hard. This is happening. This is really fucking happening. Holy crap.

“Cool, so what do you say?”

Grinning, my heart is in my throat and I have to keep myself from screaming out. “When do I start?”
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When I’m done with all the paperwork and I say bye, I practically sprint down the stairs and out of the building to where Jace is waiting for me. When I throw the door open, he jumps and I realize he was sleeping. But unlike normal people who wake up all slow, Jace is wide-eyed, his eyes on me as he turns to face me.

“So?”

“So! Ah!” I yelp and he grins.

“Tell me!”

“I have a showcase on March fourth, and he wants me to intern here. Now! Like, tomorrow, and he’s paying me. Like, money! I was working for free at Empress. Holy crap! And we will work on my writing and everything. Holy crap, Jace. This is happening!”

“Hell yeah, it is! Told you,” he says, taking me by my face and kissing me hard on the lips. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks. I can’t believe it!”

“How? Baby, you’re fucking amazing. This was bound to happen.”

Grinning, I kiss his lips once more. “It happened because of you.”

He waves me off. “No, it happened because you’re awesome. Yeah, I had my dad contact him, but your talent got you the interview.”

“You really think so?”

His lips curve as he shakes my shoulders. “I know so. God, I’m so proud of you.”

“Eek!”

“I’ll be tearing up the ice, and you’ll be singing all over the world. Don’t forget about me when you’re big,” he reminds and I grin. “If I hear you’re dumping me for Shawn Mendes, I swear, I’ll take a hockey stick to his kneecaps.”

“God, Jace. Never!”

Leaning toward me, he kisses me. “That’s right. You love me and only me.”

The desire in his eyes is all-consuming, and all I can do is smile. “That’s right.”

“Good, I love you.”

“I love you,” I whisper, and I can’t say it enough to him. I just want to scream it in his face. Tell him how much his love means to me and how I’ll treasure it my whole life. I don’t know how I got this lucky, but I swear, I’ll never ask for anything else.

Jace is enough.

Kissing my nose, he pulls away before starting his car. I’m bouncing with excitement. I still can’t believe this. I’ve wanted this for so long. And damn it, I’m going to rock the shit out of it.

All of a sudden, I want to share it with someone else. My mom. I have to tell my mom. She’ll be so excited! Pulling out my phone, I hit her name and put it to my ear.

“Who you calling?” he asks, confusion visible on his face as he turns on to Broadway.

“My mom,” I practically sing as she comes on the line.

“Hey, honey.”

“Mom! You’ll never guess what just happened.”

“What?” she asks, and I wish she sounded as excited as I am. But she will be! I relay what just happened. It’s almost like a dream. I even pinch myself just to make sure, because it isn’t that easy. This is happening. I haven’t paid my dues yet, but I got in. I really don’t want to owe his dad anything, but I guess I do now. That doesn’t sit well with me. I don’t trust him, and I really wish he’d disappear, but why am I thinking about that? That’s not my problem right now.

No, I’m supposed to enjoy my moment.

“Honey, that’s amazing.”

From the sound of her voice, it doesn’t seem like it is, but I ignore that. “Right? So the showcase is March fourth.”

“Great, make sure to let me know how it goes.”

I pause, my heart sinking. But then, no, they have to come.

“You can’t come?”

“Honey, no. Daddy is so busy with work.”

“Okay, but can’t you come?”

“Oh no, I don’t travel without him.”

She says it like it’s not a big deal, but it is. Doesn’t she realize that? I bite into my lip as I nod slowly, looking down at my thighs and hand. When Jace’s hand slides into mine, I close my eyes. Why did I even think it was a good idea to call her?

“Oh.”

“Don’t be upset, honey. It’s okay, and plus, I’ll see you Friday. Maybe we can talk him into it.”

I shouldn’t have to talk them into it. They should want to be there for me.

“Yeah. Okay, well, I gotta go back to class. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Great. Love you, honey.”

“Love you,” I say sadly before hanging up and letting out a long breath. I can’t believe it. I really can’t, and a part of me thinks maybe it didn’t happen. But it did and that just hurts. It fucking hurts. Like, why? Why aren’t I important enough? She didn’t even want to bring it up to my father or talk to him about coming. She didn’t ask anything about it. Or even about my life. Nothing. It doesn’t make sense. When the hell am I going to matter?

When the car stops, I glance up to see that we are at Jeni’s Ice Cream. I look over at Jace to find him looking back at me with concern in his eyes. “Do you feel like celebrating?”

My lips quirk and I shrug. “Why don’t they want to be there for me?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know, baby. I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “Oh well, you’ll be there. That’s all that matters.”

“And my family, of course,” he says, and then he is on his phone, putting it on speaker.

“Hey, baby,” his mom says, and I hear nothing but love in her voice.

“Hey, Mom. Guess what?”

“What?”

“Avery is performing downtown for a showcase for a record deal!”

“Wait? What is that?”

I smile as Jace laughs. “Like singing, Mom. A real singer, on a stage and stuff.”

“Like Taylor Swift?”

He smiles. “Better,” he says with a wink and I grin at him.

“Shut up! When? Let me get to the calendar. Is she there? Goodness me, that is so awesome.”

“Yeah, you’re on speaker.”

“Oh, Avery! Honey, I’m so proud of you. Congratulations!”

“Thank you,” I say sadly and my eyes flood with tears. Why didn’t my mom say that?

“Okay, when is it?”

“The fourth of March,” I say, wiping away a stupid tear that falls.

“Got it down. I’ll be there. Bells and whistles on! Hell, I may even have a sign, since that’s what hockey moms do. Cowbells might be frowned upon, huh?”

Jace cringes, a grin playing on his lip. “Just a bit, Mom.”

“Oh, okay. Well, I’ll be there!”

“Thank you so much,” I say, swallowing past the sob that wants to escape.

“Well, of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world! Wow, I’m so proud. This is awesome.”

“Yeah, we’re excited,” Jace says, kissing the back of my hand. “Okay, can you tell Lucy? I’m gonna text Jude and Jayden.”

“Sure!”

“Okay, love you, Mom.”

“Love you. Love you both. I’m just so excited for you, Avery!”

“Thanks,” I say once more. “Love you too.” I expect it to feel weird, but it doesn’t.

Because when I fell for Jace, I fell for all of him.

Family included.

And really, they make it so easy to love them.

“See, you’ll have the whole crew,” he says as his fingers go to work on his text.

“Thanks, Jace,” I say softly, and his lips curve at the side. Then they press together. “Really, it means a lot. What?”

“Shit, Jude has a game the day before and after that, so he can’t fly in. Jayden says he can come, though. The Assassins have a home stint that week, so you’ll have most of my family there.”

Leaning my head to his shoulder, I let my tears fall before squeezing my eyes shut tightly. “Don’t think I’m not grat—”

“I know,” he says quickly, cupping my jaw to look me in the eyes. “I know they aren’t your family, and I’m sorry. But my family is awesome, and they will be there for you one hundred percent. If your family won’t make you happy, I will. Don’t you worry. You will be loved and supported that night.” My lip wobbles as he catches some of my tears. “Now suck it up, buttercup. You are on the fast track to the top. Now, we are going into this shop and getting some badass ice cream to celebrate how awesome you are!”

That makes my lips turn up as I slowly nod. “I couldn’t do it without you.”

He shakes his head. “Yeah, you could, you just don’t have to. You never will have to either,” he says, kissing the back of my hand again. “Now, come on, let’s go.” He winks.

He turns to get out, but I stop him, taking him by the arm. “Really, Jace, thank you.”

“Anytime, baby. I love you.”

He kisses my nose and I close my eyes, basking in the feel of his little act of affection. It’s my favorite thing he does. It’s so trivial, so little, but just the touch of his lips to my nose makes the world go round for me.

“I love you too.”

He sends me a grin, and then he’s out of the car and I’m bursting with love.

I didn’t even know I could fall any harder for him.

But I am.


[image: ]

[image: ]

I’m so unbelievably proud of her.

As she grins, moving her hair out of her face, she’s glowing. Just sparkling before my eyes, and I couldn’t be prouder. She’s living her dreams, making shit happen, and man, I can’t believe she picked me to go on the ride with her. I just can’t stop falling in love with her. Especially when she is eating ice cream. There is something about Avery and Jeni’s ice cream together that has me in all kinds of knots.

Good knots.

Naughty knots.

“I still can’t believe it,” she laughs before licking the ice cream off her spoon. I know I should be listening, but it’s hard when she’s basically making love to that spoon. If only it were my co— “I mean, this is so awesome, right?”

“Yes,” I say, meeting her gaze. “So awesome.”

She glares, and I think I’m caught. “Brat, stop watching me lick this spoon like it’s your cock. You sicko!”

“You said it, so you were thinking it!” I accuse and she grins as she leans on her elbows.

“Maybe, ugh, shut up.” She starts to turn red, and all I can do is laugh. Smiling back at her, I hold my ice cream out for her and she takes a big lick.

“Oooh, good!”

“Right?” I say, taking another bite. “It’s my favorite.”

“I wish I would have gotten it. Salted Caramel?”

“Yup, the best,” I say with a sigh. I love ice cream. But even with my love for the creamy goodness and with pride seeping out of my pores for Avery, I can’t shake the text Jude sent me not even a half hour ago.

 

Jude: Call me when she’s not around.

 

I have no clue why he needs to talk to me when Avery isn’t around, but it’s freaking me out.

“Do you work tonight?”

I shake my head. “No, I took the night off because I knew we were either going to celebrate or I was gonna have to hold you all night as you cried.”

“Aw, my hero.” She grins

I point to her. “Does that make you my princess?” I ask with a teasing gaze and she scoffs.

“Please, I’m a queen!”

“Actually, you can’t be a queen without a king.”

She eyes me. “Fine, I’m a princess. But damn it, you better make me a queen.”

I wink. “I got you.” Grinning, she leans across the table, kissing my lips softly. Melting into her kiss, I go to cup her chin, but she pulls away and gets up. I’m confused. “Where you going?”

“To go meet my other boyfriend in the bathroom.”

“Har, har, har.”

She laughs as she heads down the hall to the bathrooms. When she disappears from view, I pull my phone out and open Jude’s text.

 

Me: Why?

Jude: I need to talk to you.

Me: Okay, well it probably won’t be till tomorrow.

Jude: That’s fine. It’s not a rush.

Me: What’s it about?

Jude: Her.

 

My face scrunches up. What the hell is going on?

 

Me: What about her?

Jude: Jace, relax. We’ll talk tomorrow.

 

I go to text him back, but Avery sits down again and I turn my phone off.

She eyes me playfully. “Texting your girlfriend?”

“Yup, she’s busy, though.”

“Her loss,” she says with a grin before lacing her fingers with mine.

“Very true. Thankfully, I have backup.”

She laughs. “Yeah, whatever.”

I stand up and now she looks confused. “You meeting her in the bathroom?”

“Please, you made me have to pee.”

She chuckles as I disappear into the back, but I don’t have to pee. Dialing Jude’s number, I wait until he answers. “Really, Jace?”

“What’s going on?” For some reason, he has me on edge. Why won’t he just talk to me in front of her?

“I’ll talk to you later. If it was a big deal, I’d talk to you now. Go celebrate with your girl. This is huge for her.”

I roll my eyes. “You got me worried.”

“Don’t be. I don’t even know how I feel about it.”

My eyes widen. “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

He laughs. “Go, dude. Call me tomorrow. Alone.”

Blah. “Okay. Love you.”

“Love you.”

Hanging up the phone, I shake my head as I try to think of what it could be. It doesn’t make sense, and I wish he’d just tell me now. It’s going to drive me crazy, but I need to let it go. I have a girl to celebrate.

Heading out, I see her at the table, her spoon to her mouth and her phone out in front of her. “Ha, now who’s texting their on the side person?”

She laughs. “Um, no, actually, I’ll looking at your timeline.”

I narrow my eyes playfully. “Stalker.”

She grins, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. Shit. What did I do? “Well, if I weren’t a stalker, I wouldn’t know that Delanie Collins is so excited to see you this weekend and is hoping you’re ready for some fun.”

I laugh. “When did she post that?” I sit down and grab her phone. Sure as shit, there is a post on my timeline from her. Why didn’t she just text me that? “Hm. Yeah, she’s coming in for a late celebration of Baylor’s birthday. They’re best friends.”

She doesn’t look convinced. “Friend of yours?”

“I used to sleep with her.”

Her eyes widen. “Awesome, and you’re seeing her while I’m out of town?”

I grin at her suspicious eyes and shake my head. “We are going out for Baylor’s birthday.”

“With her?”

“Whoa, Jealous Jenny, calm your tits. I’m going with Markus, and I would go with you, but you’re leaving me for the weekend.”

She gives me a deadpan look. “’Cause I’ve got to.”

“Okay? So you go, I go, and then we meet up for hot sex when you get back.”

Shaking her head, she takes a bite of her ice cream. “I knew you were using me for sex.”

I scoff. “Please, you know it’s ’cause your daddy can get me first in the draft.”

That has her laughing and I laugh too before leaning across the table to kiss her cold lips. Pulling away, I smile. “Delanie is nothing to me, not when I’m completely and utterly in love with you.”

Her cheeks burn as she waves me off. “Aw, Lame Line Larry, I’ve missed you.” I grin and she takes my shirt, pulling me back across the table to her. “I love you more.”

I wink before kissing her lips. “That’s right.”

Shaking her head, she leans back, continuing to eat her ice cream as I devour mine. It’s so damn good, and I never want to stop eating. But that’s cut short when she clears her throat, causing me to look up. “So while I was in the bathroom, I was thinking about something. But I’m unsure how you’ll feel about it.”

“Well, I can’t tell you how I feel about it if you don’t tell me what it is.”

“This is true,” she says as her lips curve. “It’s about your dad.”

I make a face. I haven’t talked to him since my game. We’ve texted, but it’s mostly been about money or about me going to dinner. He hasn’t brought up the game and neither have I. Also, he hasn’t asked to come to another game. Which is awesome.

“What about him?”

She shrugs. “Should I call him and thank him?”

I shrug back. “That’s up to you.”

“Have you talked to him?”

I shake my head. “Nope, not since the game. I mean, we text but nothing serious.”

“So he hasn’t brought up the game?”

“Nope, not at all.”

“Hm. What do you think?”

“I think it’s up to you.”

She chews on her lip for a second, looking out the windows before taking a big bite of her ice cream. As she thinks, I ogle her, loving the way her cheekbones are so prominent on her face. It’s so sexy. She’s sexy. When she said she wanted to wear a dress to her interview, I was all for it. But I wasn’t prepared for the red number she pulled out. It’s a long dress that stops below her knees and hugs her body. It’s hot, especially with the black high-heeled boots she’s got on.

“I think I do want to thank him,” she says as she turns her head to look at me. “I mean, I don’t like him because of what he’s done to your family, but I appreciate his help.”

I nod. “Want to call him now?”

She bites her lip. “Is that okay?”

I shrug, pulling my phone out and dialing his number. “Yeah.”

I thought I would be nervous calling him, but I’m not. We wait as it rings, and when my dad answers, I say, “Hey, Dad. I’ve got you on speaker. I’m with Avery.”

“Oh, hey, Avery. How did it go today? I saw that Stu emailed me, but I haven’t been able to check it.”

“It went great,” she says, and I smile as she beams. “I wanted to thank you because I got an internship there and also a showcase in March.”

“That’s wonderful. Congratulations,” he says, all happy and shit.

I hate to think this, and it may make me a dick, but why does he like Avery? I mean, I love her, she’s great. But so are Claire and Baylor. Both great women who complement my brothers perfectly, and my dad hates them. He’s never even spoken to Baylor and is nothing but rude to Claire. It’s weird. I don’t know what’s up, but it makes me nervous.

“Thank you,” she says, looking guilty. I don’t blame her. I feel the same.

“So, you two out celebrating?”

“Yeah, with ice cream,” I say and she flashes a grin.

“Sounds like fun. But damn, boy, didn’t I raise you right? Take her somewhere fancy.”

She rolls her eyes and I smile. “Maybe later.”

“All right. Well, I got a call coming in soon and I’m preparing for it. Congratulations again, Avery. Hey Jace, text me your game schedule so Ellen and I can come again. I’ve been meaning to ask you for that.”

My heart drops into my gut. I suck in a breath, while Avery shakes her head. I look up at the ceiling. There is really only one thing I can do.

Be honest.

“Yeah, Dad, I don’t know. It bothers Mom, you being there.”

“Your mom has a boyfriend. She doesn’t care about me.”

Why is there remorse in his voice? He left her. What the hell?

“Yeah, well, I don’t know. I just don’t think you should come.”

He pauses, and Avery brushes her hair off her shoulders, watching me. “And you’re saying this because of your mom?”

“Yeah, I don’t want to upset her.”

He doesn’t say anything, just lets out a long breath. I feel sick. Like utterly sick. I don’t want to disappoint him. But then, did he care about my feelings when he broke up our family? No. So why should I care about his? Probably because I’m hoping one day, he’ll do right by my mom and she’ll take him back. Then Jude and Jayden will come home and we will be a family again. I know that’s a stupid thing to want. We are all grown up, and they grew apart, but I would do anything to have my family back together.

But then I look across the table and I realize she is what I want most.

“Okay, son. I respect that.”

That pulls me from my thoughts, and my face twists in confusion. “You do?”

“Yeah, I mean, I’m the one who hurt her. You’re being a good son, and I respect that.”

Am I being punked? I look up and even Avery is confused and in disbelief.

“Okay, thanks,” I croak out.

“All right, bud. Let me let you go. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Yeah, bye, Dad.”

“Bye, y’all.”

When I hit end on my phone, I turn to Avery. “I don’t know about that.”

Her brows are touching and her lip is curled. “Yeah, I mean, I don’t know him, but that seems kinda fishy.”

“Hmm.” I tuck my phone into my pocket. I don’t know what he is up to, but man, I’m so tired of worrying about what he is going to do. I just want this to be easy, I want to enjoy my year, get into the NHL, and live. Fuck, he drives me crazy, but I have to let that go.

Because nothing matters but celebrating with Avery.

“Fuck it. You almost done?”

She nods, reaching out and taking my hand, lacing her fingers with mine. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just don’t trust him.”

“Me either,” she says slowly. “I don’t trust my family either, and I have to spend three days with them starting Friday.”

I balk. “Ew, gross.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you think I’ll meet them?”

She shrugs. “Maybe one day.”

“Do you want me to meet them?” Why do I care? I don’t want to meet the people who hurt her.

“Do I want to show off my superhot, sexy, talented, amazing boyfriend to my family?” she asks with a grin. “Yeah, but I don’t think it would make me happy the way it should. They’ll find a way to ruin it, so maybe I’ll keep you all to myself.”

I grin, cupping her behind her neck and pulling her toward me. “That’s a good place to keep me.”

“I think so,” she says with a wink.

“I am hot, too. And talented. I think you did good there.”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s suffocating in here with your ego, you know?”

“Eh, hush. You love my ego.”

She blows a raspberry, but it’s only for a second before I press my lips to hers, my eyes falling shut as her kiss takes me to another world. One where there is no pain for either of us. Where we both come from happy homes with no drama at all. But when she pulls away, I’m ripped back into reality, staring into her turquoise eyes.

This reality, yeah, it can be tough, but it’s also pretty freaking great.

With her in it.
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I kiss the back of Avery’s head and she nuzzles her ass against my cock. My heart is still racing, and I can feel hers doing the same. Wrapping my arms around her naked body, I kiss her shoulder and then the back of her neck. “I love you.”

She lets out a sigh. “I love you too.”

Still in my arms, she turns, leaning her forehead against my chin. While the sex was hot like it always is, I could tell she was distracted. I’m not a hundred percent sure about what, though. Usually, she’s totally into it, but it was different this time. Which makes me a little nervous. Does she know what Jude wants to tell me?

Tilting my chin up, I move her face back with only my chin as she laughs. “Jace! I hate when—” But she’s cut off when my chin goes into her mouth. Moving her head, she glowers. “—you do that. It’s weird. Like you have no hands or something.”

I grip her ass and she laughs. “Oh, I have hands. But hush, I want to look at you before you leave me for a couple days.”

She looks sad as her gaze falls to my nose. “I don’t want to go. Especially since you’ll be seeing an ex all weekend.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Don’t trust me?”

“Whatever. You know I do. I just don’t trust her, she looks slutty.”

I shrug. “Eh, not really.”

She gives me a dull look. “Jace, her profile pic is her with a bra on, pushing her breasts up. I can guarantee you more than half the men on her friends list don’t even know her.”

I grin as I think about the picture. “She was fun.”

She shudders. “I might need to go make sure I don’t have any STDS.”

“Drama queen.”

“Ha, don’t hate ’cause I want to be safe.”

“Um, my cock is one hundred percent clean. I was taught well: Don’t be a fool, wrap your tool.”

She eyes me. “While I appreciate your vow of cleanliness, I’m really impressed that you can still surprise me with your corniness.”

“Hey!”

She kisses the side of my mouth as I cuddle against her, our breathing falling into the same rhythm. Her fingers slide up the back of my head and I melt against her. Closing my eyes, I whisper, “You have nothing to worry about.”

“I better not,” she warns and my mouth curves up.

“I better not either,” I grin back and she’s the one scoffing this time.

“Please, don’t be silly.”

Opening my eyes, I shoot her a serious look, which causes her to dissolve into laughter. Rolling her eyes, she presses her nose to mine and I look deep into those beautiful eyes of hers. I have nothing to worry about, and I know it. This girl is mine. All mine. But, there is still a bad feeling in my gut about what Jude has to tell me. I don’t know what it is, and that scares me.

When her eyes turn from happy to serious, I forget about Jude and my brow rises as her lip goes between her teeth. “What?”

She shrugs. “Can I be honest?”

I nod. “Of course… Wait, was the sex not good? Don’t tell me the sex wasn’t good.”

She sputters with laughter, her eyes rolling to the back of her head. Looking at me with an amused expression, she says, “Really, Jace? No, not that, dork. But, I do think you went too hard ’cause I feel sick. Or maybe it was the ice cream?”

I give her a knowing look. “You did eat three scoops and then the rest of my mine. You were basically the growing dude who plays hockey today, and I was the small, not strong, guitar-playing girl.”

She glares. “Hey, I’m strong. My guitar is heavy.”

“Oh, of course,” I say quickly, my eyes dancing, and she laughs.

“Shut up! I was hungry, but now I regret my choices.”

Giving her a stern look, I quickly shake my head. “You do not regret ice cream or sex, Avery. That’s just wrong.”

She giggles as she shakes her head, but then she pauses, holding her gut. “Blah, I think I’m gonna barf.”

“Really?” I ask, a little surprised. But then, she did eat a lot of ice cream. And really, I don’t play around with sex. I get it done.

She swallows hard. “I think I pushed it back down.”

“How romantic.” I’m feeling a little queasy now too.

She sticks her tongue out at me and then shakes her head. “I think I’m good.”

“Oh, good.”

“Anyway…”

“Yes, what are we being honest about?” I ask and she sets me with a look. “You want me to come to New Jersey with you? Meet your parents, beat your brothers up if they’re mean to you?”

She laughs. “I would never ask that of you. Those people are nuts. Plus, you have a game Friday.”

“This is true.”

“Okay, so shut up and let me talk.”

“Well, talk,” I say and she rolls her eyes.

“I’m trying!” I laugh at the frustration all over her face. She’s so cute when her face is red and her eyes go wild. They turn such an awesome green color and take my breath away. Honestly.

Yeah, our lives are going a hundred miles an hour and may be going in different directions, but nothing can keep us apart. No matter what. I’ve been thinking like mad since we left the record company this afternoon, and I know it’s going to be hard. That we may be apart a lot, but we can do it. Hell, Jude and Claire have been doing just that and they are fine. We’ll figure it out because you fight for love. You fight like there are ten seconds left on the clock and you’re down a goal. You don’t give up, and I won’t give up on this girl. Too many people have failed her, and I won’t be one of them.

Pulling back, her face fills with a sweet pink color as her eyes lock with mine. “Are you done interrupting me?”

I eye her. “So no to a second round?” I say, waggling my brows seductively, but she only glares.

“No. Let me talk!”

“Fine! Talk,” I yell back playfully and she grins before I take her mouth with mine.

She starts to pull away, but I grasp her breast in my hand. “You really still wanna talk?”

Sucking in a deep breath, she swallows hard and looks deep into my eyes. “I don’t know if I want to be a performer.”

Now that makes me stop. “Huh?”

“Like, when I was in the meeting, he said he doesn’t know if he can sell my voice. It wasn’t the first time I’ve heard that.”

My brow rises. “I love your voice.”

“Yeah, but some don’t. They say it’s too raspy. And while we both think it’s great, I don’t know if I can put myself out there to be hated.”

“I’m confused. I thought you wanted this. Why does it matter what people think?”

She nods. “God, yes, I do. But I think I want to be behind the scenes. I love performing at the coffee shop and downtown, but lately, my anxiety has been really bad. The other day I forgot the words to one of my songs ’cause people started to leave.”

I wasn’t there, but she told me what had happened. She was a wreck about it, but I didn’t think anything of it. Maybe I should have. “Yeah, but that’s only a few people. If it’s your dream to be onstage, do it.”

She shrugs, her eyes full of nervousness that I really don’t understand. “That’s the thing. I don’t know if it is. I love writing. I love spilling my soul out into a song. But I don’t know. Lately, I’ve been real anxious onstage. Well, no, I love being at the coffee shop, mainly because those people love me, but downtown has been hard for me. That’s another reason I feel I have to go see my doctor in New Jersey. I think they need to up my meds.”

“I didn’t know,” I whisper, moving my hand from her breast to her jaw. “Is there anything I can do to help? I feel bad ’cause I haven’t been able to go lately.”

She shakes her head. “No, please don’t. It’s just… I’ve been thinking a lot about what Stu said, and maybe I should just stay behind the scenes. Write the music and let the performer worry about the stress and shit that comes from being out there.”

I get what she’s saying, and it’s smart. But at the same time, I want her to follow her dreams. I don’t want her to regret anything. I don’t want her to hold back her awesomeness. But I nod and look back up at her. “So you don’t want to be the Carrie Underwood to my Mike Fisher?”

She grins as she shrugs. “I don’t know. A part of me does, but the other part doesn’t. I just don’t know.”

She looks nervous, maybe a little anxious, and that, in turn, makes me nervous. I don’t want her to worry. I want her to love life and enjoy it, but I know that’s hard for her. She has to have a sense of control over everything. I get it, I do, but I don’t want her to regret this later. Swallowing hard, I look deep into her eyes. “I support whatever you want, Avery. But please promise me you’ll do what makes you happy.” When her mouth lifts at the side, my other hand comes up to wrap around her neck. “That’s all I care about, you being happy. If you want to be onstage, then, baby, I’m there, front row. If you want to write chart-toppers, then I’ll sit front row at the Grammys beside you. You just have to tell me what you want. Trust and believe, I’ll be right there with you through it all.”

She nods slowly, her eyes filling with love. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

“I don’t know yet, though. I’m still thinking it through.”

“Sounds good,” I say with a nod. “Just find your dream and live it.”

She smiles. “That’s the plan.”

“Good, now are you done talking?”

She gives me a sinful little grin. “Yes, Jace.”

“Good.”

Without another word, I take her with the hope that this is forever.

And that what Jude has to say won’t change that.

But I’m scared it will.
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Coach is running us into the ground.

It’s the practice before our game and we have to be perfect.

I have to be perfect.

Rushing down the ice, I move the puck to the left as Ricky comes toward me, trying to poke the puck away. Turning around him with the puck, I send it to Markus who shoots but misses the goal completely, the puck rocketing off the glass and onto the defense’s stick. Ricky tries to send it up to someone, but I’m there, stopping it and sending it over to Archer. He fakes it, really sending it to Markus as I crash the net, trying to screen. He sends it back to Archer, who sends it to Bloomy, but he only holds it for a second before sending it back to Markus. He winds up, and he has it, I know he does, but when he shoots, instead of going in, it hits me.

Fuck.

Crumpling to the ground, I feel tears sting my eyes as I reach down to my leg. Oh no, this can’t be happening again. In practice? Really? Couldn’t be in a game at least? Shit! He got me right where my pads don’t cover, on the side of my knee. And just like that, I see my career going down the drain. The pain is shooting up my leg, and fuck, it hurts. Damn it. No, this wasn’t supposed to happen. I’m supposed to go in! This is my year!

Soon, Markus is beside me, his face full of worry as he throws off his helmet. “Shit, dude, you good?”

I nod as the pain throbs, taking away my breath and causing sweat to drip down my neck. I can see the worry in his eyes, and I know my job. It’s to be strong for my team. So I lie, “Yeah, hit me wrong.”

“You okay, Sinclair?” Coach asks as Justin, one of the trainers, comes to my side.

“Yeah, I think. Got me on the side of the knee,” I say, and I don’t know why I’m lying.

“Can you walk?” Justin asks and I nod because, even if I couldn’t, I would.

“I think so.”

He reaches for me as Coach does the same and they lift me. My leg comes down onto my skate, and thankfully, I can put weight on it, but it does hurt. Badly. It’s throbbing, but when we start moving toward the bench door, I think I might be okay. Thank God. As relief floods through me, I swallow back the puke that wants to escape as my teammates tap their sticks to the ice, wishing me words of encouragement. When I see Markus beside me, I wave him off. “Dude, I’m good. Go practice. If I can’t play, I need you to know how to go on without me.”

He rolls his eyes. “Shut up.”

He takes me from Coach, and they help me out the back of the bench and then into the training room. Climbing up on the table, my legs hangs as the trainer takes my skate and I look to Markus. “Go, dude.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” I say with a nod, cringing a bit as Justin removes my sock. “I’m good.”

“I’ll be back.”

“Okay, Arnold,” I tease and he laughs as he heads out of the room. Swallowing hard and flinching as Justin removes my pad, I watch his face. Hoping like hell the look he gave me last year when I broke my clavicle doesn’t appear. While he moves his fingers along the tender area, I hold my breath, my stomach turning as he bends my leg and presses at the area beside my knee.

This was not how I wanted my day to start.

It was supposed to be a good day. I had dinner and Netflix planned for Avery for when she came over tonight after packing. I wanted to cuddle and love on her, but it’s feeling like that might change.

But then he is nodding before he looks up at me. “Just a nasty bruise, I think. Let’s do some X-rays to be sure, but I’m pretty damn confident you’re okay.”

Letting out a long breath, I nod. “Thank God.”

When the X-rays come back to show that everything is good, I’m more than relieved. Shit, that was fucking scary, but that’s hockey. Everything can change in seconds. Hell, that could be applied to life too.

“Take it easy the rest of today and try to keep it iced. We’ll see how you feel tomorrow,” Justin says as Coach comes into the room, Markus behind him.

“Verdict?”

“He’s good, but I still want him to be a game-day decision. He’s going to ice it and stay off it the rest of today and see how he does for the morning skate.”

Coach nods. “Good. All right. Let me know if you need anything, Sinclair.”

“Thanks, Coach.”

As he walks away, Markus leans against the doorjamb. “Jeez, can you be careful and stop getting hurt?”

I laugh. “Um, this was your fault,” I tease and he laughs.

“Hey, you gotta stay out of the way of my awesome shots!” But I know it’s more than that.

I roll my eyes as I shake my head. “Yeah, okay, you’re off.”

He shrugs. “I’m good.”

I don’t believe him, but I have bigger things to worry about. My heart is still pounding in my chest, and I want to say it’s all because of the injury scare.

But I know that’s not completely it.

It’s because Jude texted me while I was in X-rays.

Call me after practice. Make sure you’re alone.
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After taking a shower and having my leg rewrapped, I head out of the arena and toward the Bullies’ house. I know I’m stalling and that I need to just call Jude, but first, I make sure to send an email to all my teachers with the note that Justin sent me. As I wobble, I send a text to Avery and then call my mom.

“Hey, honey.”

“Hey, Mom. Listen, don’t freak, but I got hurt at practice.”

“Oh, Jesus! Are you okay?” she asks, freaking out. “Are you at the ER? Jesus, my poor baby!”

Rolling my eyes, I throw my hands up. “Mom, I said don’t freak.”

“Baby, do you need me to come take care of you?”

“Mom, I’m fine,” I laugh, but she isn’t buying it.

“I’m gonna call River, and then I’m coming up there.”

“Don’t. I’m fine. The only reason I’m telling you is because I might not play tomorrow. So I don’t want you making the trip up here until I call, okay?”

She doesn’t like that. “Jace Ryan, I’m coming now. I’ll stay with River tonight.”

“Oh, Jesus. Mom!” I cry out, wishing I could scratch that image out of my brain. “No, please don’t do that. If I see your car at his house, I swear, please. Oh my God, I think I’m gonna puke.”

“Jace, I’m a woman who has—”

“Mom, please. Don’t say another word. Don’t come up here, and Lord, please don’t. Just don’t,” I beg, dry heaving. She answers me with laughter and I shake my head. “I’m good, promise. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

She’s hesitant, but I really need to get off the phone with her. “Okay, keep me in the loop. Love you.”

“Will do. Love you,” I say and hang up, knowing that from now on I won’t call her until I know one way or another if I’m playing or not. Ugh, my stomach is still not right. That was just wrong, though I can’t help but wonder when the thought of my mom and my coach together will stop making me sick.

Ew.

When my phone signals a text, I look down to see it’s from Avery, thank goodness.

 

Avery: Are you all right?! Do I need to leave class??

Me: No babe, I’m good. Just gonna lie down, take some pills, and pass out.

Avery: Are you sure? I can call Stu and tell him I’m not coming in.

Me: No way. It’s your first day, go.

Avery: You sure?

Me: Yes. I’m fine.

Avery: Okay. Text me.

Me: I will.

 

When I hobble down the stairs and into my room, I know I have no other option but to call my brother. I don’t want to. Things are so good right now. I mean, we are finding our place while falling for each other more and more each day. She is starting to trust me. I mean, last night solidified that, and I don’t want anything to come between us. But then, why am I assuming it’s bad? It could be great! He loves Avery and wants nothing more than for me to be happy. But I know that isn’t Jude and I know this is bad. Which scares the living shit out of me. Sitting on Markus’s bed, I click on Jude’s name and wait.

I don’t have to wait long.

“Hey, bro.”

“Hey,” I say wryly. “Calling you like you wanted.”

“Yeah, thanks. Practice run late?”

Shit, he’s stalling now.

My stomach drops as I fall back into Markus’s pillows. “Yeah, Markus hit me with the puck on the side of the knee, so I was getting fixed up.”

“You good?”

“Yeah, it hurts like balls, but I just took some pain meds.”

“Cool,” he says. “Stay off it.”

“Yeah, I am.”

“Okay,” he says and then lets out a long breath. “I guess I’ll get right to it, then.”

But I don’t say anything, my heart jackhammering in my chest. “What’s up?”

“So, you know how I play with Seth, Avery’s brother?”

Damn it. I knew this wasn’t going to be good. I’ve learned that any of her brothers and her in a sentence doesn’t end well. “Yeah. They don’t talk.”

“Yeah, I know, which is why I’m not sure how much stock I put in this, but I figure you need to know anyway.”

“Okay?”

“Okay, well, couple nights ago, we were out for drinks. And somehow, Seth and I were alone, which hardly ever happens, and I said, hey, my brother is dating your sister. He made a face and I laughed, saying that my brother is a good dude, he has nothing to worry about. Well, Seth makes another face and shakes his head, saying he isn’t worried about someone hurting Avery, but he’s worried about you. That she ruined some guy, Caleb’s, career when he broke up with her.”

“What?” I croak out, and while I thought it was something bad, I really didn’t think it was this bad.

She lied.

I feel like I’m going to pass out.

“Yeah, she went psycho apparently and tried to kill herself—”

“What? No. Really?” I say, because she didn’t tell me that. She told me it ended with cutting. Nothing more.

Fuck, she lied again.

“Yeah, and her parents freaked, and her dad made sure he was undraftable.”

Swallowing hard, I close my eyes as my teeth sink into my lip. “Wow,” is all I can say as I slowly shake my head.

“You know, I didn’t know if I should believe it. She doesn’t seem like the type to do something like that, but he was really adamant about it. Told me to make sure to let you know to get out. That she’s psycho, and that in the end, you’ll lose everything.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I can’t believe this. “You believe him?”

“I don’t know, bro. I mean, it’s odd. I only know how I interact with my family, and if something like this had happened to, say, Lucy, I wouldn’t be so candid about it. He acted as if it was no big deal, that Avery was nothing, which is why I kind of don’t believe him. But then, I googled Caleb and asked Jayden, and he confirmed that Caleb completely turned his back on hockey and Facebook told me he is touring Africa at the moment.”

With my heart in my throat, making it hard to breathe, I shake my head. “She never told me anything like this. She told me Caleb was a douche and hurt her, but that was it. Not that she tried to kill herself.”

“Well, do you believe that part? That’s the part I’m sort of on the fence about.”

But I shake my head, knowing damn well she is capable. If she can cut herself, she can try to end it too, which just hurts me. Instead of being shitty to her, why didn’t her family help her? Fuck. But yet, I can’t tell my brother that. It isn’t his business.

“I don’t know.”

He sighs. “Well, Jace, the thing that worries me is that she didn’t tell you who her dad is either. I’m thinking maybe you should get out. You’ll never get the real story unless you go to Caleb, and I mean, then what? Why should you have to work so hard for a relationship with someone who has lied to you over and over again?”

“She doesn’t lie; she holds back.”

He hesitates, and I know he doesn’t want to hurt me. “So she told you her dad ruined Caleb’s chances in the draft?”

I pause. “No, she said he just disappeared.”

“Then she lied.”

“But that could be a lie from Seth.”

“True, but does it make sense? From what Jayden said, dude was good.”

He was, I know this, but I’m grasping at straws here and I don’t know why. The proof is in the pudding. She lied to me and I should be angry. But I’m not. I’m hurt, because it’s not only that. Why didn’t she tell me about the suicide attempt too? Why didn’t I see it? Especially when she had told me about Caleb. I found it hard to believe he would give up hockey. But I was just so happy she was opening up to me, I didn’t question her.

Fuck, now I’m pissed.

“Yeah, but he was a douche. She told me this,” I say, and shit, am I making excuses for her?

“Fine, but this is your career, Jace. Your livelihood, your dreams—you gotta figure out if it’s worth it.”

Swallowing hard, I say with as much conviction as I can manage, “She is worth it.”

“Worth losing it all? Really?”

“Yes, ugh, no. I don’t know. I don’t want to lose my career, and I sure as hell don’t want to lose her either. I love her.”

“I get that, dude. But it just seems like a lot of lies, a lot of hold-backs, and I don’t think you need that.”

I don’t.

So what does that mean?

“I just don’t want to you to lose it all. You can get over heartbreak, Jace. But losing your career? Something we’ve worked so hard for. That’s not something you can get over. Be smart here. ”

I nod. “Yeah, I am. But Jude, if I break it off with her now, which feels impossible, what keeps her dad from ruining everything?”

He pauses at that, and I hold my breath. “Yeah, I have nothing. You’re screwed, dude.”

“Wow, thanks.”

“Sorry, bro.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I snap and I feel like I’m drowning. Why does this day have to suck so badly? But most of all, why couldn’t she just be honest with me? Why couldn’t her family treat her right? Why couldn’t they love her the way my family loves me? Damn it!

“Jace, don’t be like that. I’m trying to help because I love you.”

“I know, and I appreciate it, I do. But now I don’t know what to do because I feel like I have to choose, and I can’t. I love them both, more than my own life, and I don’t want to pick. I want to have both of them, I want to be happy, but I just don’t know if I can. I feel like I have no choice, and that scares the living hell out of me.”

“I hear you, but you’ve only been dating for, what, a month? Hockey has been a part of you for years.”

“But she’s a part of me too,” I admit and he pauses.

“I didn’t know it was that serious.”

I close my eyes, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “It is.”

“Fine, just talk to her, Jace. You don’t have to pick one or the other yet. I’m just saying you need to be smart. If you can get out unscathed, I’d suggest that. But I can hear it in your voice, she means something to you, and I want you to be happy. But I also won’t let you get hurt.”

“I hear you,” I admit, even if it does hurt.

I know he’s right.

And I have no clue what to do.


[image: ]

[image: ]

I know I might be overreacting, but I’m worried.

“Hey, Stu. Thanks for taking my call.”

“I didn’t give you my cell phone for nothing. What’s up?”

I clear my throat, wondering if I’m making the right decision. But I don’t even know why I’m questioning myself. I want to take care of Jace before I leave. “I know I’m supposed to come in today. But I’m leaving town tomorrow, like I had said, and I’ve had classes all day and I really need to pack. Is there any way I can start Wednesday?”

“Of course,” he says loudly, causing me to hold the phone away from my ear. “You were just gonna do paperwork since I had to leave the office today. Wednesday is great, but you better come with a song we can work on together.”

I smile even though he can’t see me. “Absolutely.”

“Then we’re good. Have a nice trip,” he says as I push the door open to the music building, going out into the brisk fall air.

I know he wants to end the call, but I continue, “Also, I’ve been thinking about what you said.”

“Yeah? Which part?”

“My voice. That you think it isn’t sellable.”

“Oh? And?”

“I know I said that I think I am sellable, but I’m second-guessing that.”

“Okay. So what are you saying?”

Gah, what am I saying? Is that what I want? A part of me knows it is. But then I’m not sure if it’s because of the anxiety the stage causes or if it’s because I know I’ll never see Jace. We don’t see each other enough as it is, and the thought of going months without him is painful. But lately, the anxiety has been insane. It could change when I go on my new meds, but it might not. I don’t want to work for something that is unattainable. Something that can compromise my health. I have to think about me here. And in the long run, songwriting is my passion. It’s what makes me the happiest. Yes, I love performing my songs, building my songs, but what if my anxiety gets worse? But is this living my dreams? I’m so torn.

“I think I want to be a songwriter.”

“Cool, I think you’re brilliant, and I support that. I feel you’ll go further than you would as a performer, honestly.”

Biting the inside of my cheek, I nod. “I could change my mind, though,” I add with a laugh, and he laughs along with me.

“Avery, the showcase isn’t until March. We have time to figure it out. But, in the meantime, I want you to write. I want you to write till your fingers bleed.”

Grinning, I look up and my head falls to the side when I see Jace leaning against my car. What the hell? Remembering that I’m on the phone, I say, “Yeah, no problem. I have notebooks upon notebooks of songs.”

“Then do me a favor and drop them off to me today. Is that possible?”

I stop in front of Jace and his eyes are on me as I nod. “Yeah, I’ll go get them and run them up to your office.”

“Awesome, I’ll go through them this weekend, and we’ll discuss Wednesday. Have a nice trip.”

“Thanks, Stu.” I hang up, nodding to Jace’s leg. “What are you doing? Shouldn’t you be sleeping? Not walking?”

“I drove,” he says, hooking his thumb to where his car is. His body is tense, his eyes dark, and I think he’s mad.

What in the world?

“Are you okay? Are you in pain? You look pissed.”

“I am,” he answers, coming off the car and crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Do you have somewhere to be?”

I nod. “I do, but it can wait. What’s wrong?” I take a step toward him, and when I reach out to touch him, he moves out of my range. My brows come crashing together as I eye him. “Jace?”

“So I talked to Jude today,” he says, his eyes burning into mine. “And he told me that he and Seth talked.”

Oh, fuck.

Just like that, my heart speeds up in my chest and everything goes silent except for the loud crashing of my heart in my ears as I watch him, my eyes wide. Blinking, I clear my throat.

“Okay?” I say, trying to act as if that doesn’t matter, but I know it does. I can see it in his eyes. Seth told Jude, who in return told Jace, which means he knows. Dread is seeping out of my pores, my heart is in my throat, and true fear is in my chest. If I thought my anxiety was bad before, nothing compares to the drowning feeling I have right now. He isn’t happy, I can tell that, but surely he’ll understand.

Won’t he?

“His story was a bit different than the one you told me. And the thing is, you’ve lied to me, Avery. About a lot of stuff.”

Taking a step forward, I hold my hands up. “I didn’t lie. I held back because I didn’t think it mattered.”

His eyes widen. “Avery, you tried to kill yourself,” he bites out. “You told me it ended with the cutting.”

“Well, I mean, it did,” I say, but I know I’m just trying to justify what I told him. “I cut myself to die.”

“Avery! That’s not okay!”

“I know,” I yell, my chest aching from my heart slamming into it. “But Jace, it was bad. Caleb forced me to do it, in a way. You wouldn’t believe the texts he’d send me or the notes he’d leave in my locker, telling me to just kill myself. He tortured me. And Matty just laughed.”

“What?” he asks, incredulously. “I mean, shit, Avery. That’s hard to believe.”

“Because you love your family, and they love you. My brothers hate me. I’m a nuisance—the stick-holder. My own brother, my twin, thought that his best friend taunting me to hurt myself was funny.” My voice breaks and tears flood my eyes. “I had no one to turn to, and I just cracked. I didn’t think I had any way out. Caleb texted me over and over again, ‘Just pick up the knife. Do it. No one loves you.’ And so on and so on. It was horrible. You have to understand why I don’t want to bring it up, why I just want it to disappear. I’m sorry.”

Shaking his head, he looks down at the ground, and I didn’t expect that. I thought he would reach for me, hug me, but he’s not moving. I thought he would understand, get why I hide that part of my life, but it appears he doesn’t. Flabbergasted, I say, “Jace, surely, you get it. Why I wouldn’t want that coming out.”

He looks up, his eyes so dark that they’re scary, and I find myself gasping for breath. “I understand not wanting to tell anyone else, but me? The person you love, or claim to love. Why couldn’t you tell me?” His voice is full of hurt and hardness.

“I do love you,” I wheeze, and I feel like the walls are closing in, his gaze is so hard. “So damn much, but I didn’t want anyone to know about that part of my life.”

He tucks his hands into his pockets, his eyes still holding mine. “I’m not just anyone, Avery. I thought I meant more to you than that. I thought you respected me more than to lie to me.”

I throw my hands up. “I do! And I wouldn’t count that as a lie, Jace. I just held back something horrible ’cause I didn’t think you needed to know. I’m sorry. I really am.”

“But it is something I needed to know. I’d rather hear it from you than my brother. I mean, do you not trust me? I do nothing but support you, help you, and still you hold back.”

“Yes, Jace, I do trust you,” I say, chancing it and taking ahold of his elbows. When he doesn’t flinch or pull back, I’m relieved. “I do, and I’m trying. But that is something that hurts every time I think about it. Caleb tortured me. The things he said, the things he called me… And in the end, when I said, ‘Okay, I’ll do it,’ he said, ‘Good, see ya in hell.’ He didn’t even care. He had no remorse. He didn’t even apologize when it came out. Nothing, and it just hurt, Jace. So damn bad. Because while he didn’t care, neither did my brothers. They called me an attention whore and told my mom I faked the whole thing. But I didn’t. I can still feel the tip of the knife in my skin, dragging down my wrist, and the blood spilling out of me.”

I choke on a sob as I close my eyes, the tears rushing down my cheeks. Swallowing hard, I shake my head. “I don’t want to remember that. I don’t want you to know that part of me. The weak, pathetic excuse for a person who allowed some dude to break her to the point of ending it. I’m sorry, Jace, I really am. But I promise that’s it. There is nothing else to tell.”

He doesn’t say anything and still doesn’t take me into his arms, which confuses me. Why doesn’t he understand? I just put myself completely out there; I admitted to everything. I open my eyes, locking gazes with him as I wipe away tears. “I don’t know what else to say.”

He swallows, his jaw clenching, and my heart sinks because I don’t understand this look. I don’t understand what is happening or why this is happening. Can’t I catch a fucking break? I find the guy of my dreams, and like usual, it all goes to shit because of my family. Or maybe because of me. Maybe it is my fault. Everything.

“I hate that this has happened to you, Avery, I do. I wish I was the first person you met. I wish I was the one who loved you from the beginning, but I wasn’t. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but that’s not the only thing you’ve lied about, Avery. And it’s killing me that you still aren’t acknowledging it.”

My brows come together as a tear escapes, and I’m surprised it doesn’t freeze to my face, it’s so cold. “What? I didn’t lie about anything else.”

“Seth said your dad ruined Caleb’s career.”

I pause, my face twisting in even more confusion, if that is even possible. “What? No, he didn’t.”

But Jace nods his head before bringing his phone out of his pocket and clicking a few things. He hands it to me, and I take it, looking down at the screen. When I see Caleb’s name, I’m sure my heart is going to burst through my chest and fall to the ground. Jace contacted him? He talked to him? Fucking hell.

 

Jace Sinclair: Hey dude, don’t know if you remember me, but we played in the Junior Worlds together. I saw your name on another friend’s comments and was wondering what the hell happen to you? Hope all is well. Africa looks badass.

Caleb Rutherford: Hey man! Yeah, I remember, hope all is well with you, dude. I for real just saw a blog post about you. You’re doing big things, dude, that’s awesome!

Jace Sinclair: Thanks man, but what happened to you? I was sure we’d be in the NHL together sooner rather than later.

Caleb Rutherford: Dude, right? I wish! I got involved with this family and shit went bad. I quit the league. Instead of jumping back in, I just said fuck it and left. Guess my heart wasn’t into it.

Jace Sinclair: Got involved?

Caleb Rutherford: Dude, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you but the dad is fucking Benedict Haverbrooke, and I knew that after what happened, I wasn’t going anywhere. Their words, not mine.

Jace Sinclair: Sucks, bro, but listen hit me up if you are ever in Nashville.

Caleb Rutherford: Absolutely, dude, good luck.

 

When my tears fall onto the screen of his phone, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. What I’m reading. “You contacted him?” I ask, my tears falling faster down my face.

“I had to know the truth.”

I look up then, my lip wobbling as I push his phone into his chest. “I told you the truth. I don’t know what he is talking about, but my dad wouldn’t do that—not for me. He loved Caleb.”

“You may not think your dad loves you, but come on, Avery. With everything that happened, how could he not retaliate?”

“Because he didn’t know!” I scream, my body shaking as my breath whooshes in and out of my body. “No one knew. I didn’t tell them what he did because Matty told me that if I did—” I pause, my throat tight as I shake my head. How do I admit this? How do I tell him this? Looking up, I feel my lip tremble as my tears fall in a rush. “That he’d kill me if Caleb went down for what happened. I believed him and kept my mouth shut.”

Everything hurts, and this is why I didn’t ever want to talk about this. It’s all so embarrassing, such a painful memory, and I hate it. I hate who I was, that I allowed people to do that to me. That I didn’t stand up for myself, tell Matty to stuff it, and bring Caleb down. I let him get away with hurting me, almost killing me, and that’s something I have to live with. But I learned from it, I fought through it, and I’m better now. I am. I’m going to be okay.

But when I see Jace’s face, suddenly, I’m worried I won’t be.

Tears are in his eyes as he slowly shakes his head. “I don’t know, Avery. I hate this, I do, but you have to understand. This is my career, and while I love you and you are everything to me, I’m scared.”

Dropping my bag, I wrap my arms around him, pressing my nose into his chest. “No, you have nothing to be scared of. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”

Taking me by my shoulders, he pulls me back, holding me at arm’s length. The look in his eyes hurts. Physically hurts. My heart, it just stops, breaking into pieces before falling into my gut, dissolving away into nothingness. His jaw clenches, the emotion, the pain, apparent on his face. “Avery, I don’t know if I can believe that. The proof is right here.” He brings his phone back out, the conversation on it taunting me.

“I don’t know what that is because I can promise you, my dad did not do that. He never knew and he loved Caleb, still talked to him after everything.”

But Jace shakes his head. “But yet, Caleb claims he quit ’cause of your dad, your family, and they loved him. They don’t know me. I’m nothing to them. So what does that mean for me?”

“It means nothing because all that matters is us. They don’t matter,” I cry, my tears dripping off my jaw. When his hands drop from my shoulders, I start to cry harder because he isn’t taking me into his arms.

“I don’t know if I can believe that, and that’s what scares me, Avery.”

I move my hand along my cheek, catching my tears. Why is this happening? Why is Caleb lying about my family? Why is he still tormenting me? Damn it. As apprehension fills my body, I know what this means. As much as I don’t want to say it, give it voice, I ask, “So, what? You’re breaking up with me?”

I’m surprised when he shrugs. “I don’t know.”

My face scrunches up, my tears coming faster. “You don’t know?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t. I need time to think. So you go, and we’ll talk when you come back.”

“But how does that make sense?” I shriek, my heart hurting. “Either end it or don’t. Don’t drag me along, letting me think the worst.”

“No, don’t do that,” he barks back at me. “Give me time. You’ve lied, you’ve held back shit. The least you can do is give me time to think.”

I shake my head, because I refuse to be walked all over. “If you want me, stay with me. Forgive me because I’ve apologized. Believe I lied, if that’s what you want to call it. But I did it because of what it did to me. I’m telling the truth about my dad. And Caleb is a lying bastard, I can promise you that,” I hiss out, my tears falling into my mouth as I talk. “But if you don’t want me, if I don’t mean enough to you, and you’re too scared to love me because of some lies from people who don’t even matter, then let me go.”

“That’s not fair,” he seethes, his eyes wild. “I need time. I need to sort through this.”

“Sort through what?”

“The truth!” he yells back, and when a tear rolls down his cheek, I’m done.

I shake my head as I look away. “Do you love me, Jace?”

“Yes. You know I do.”

“Then what is the problem?

“I’m scared, Avery. I can’t lose my career.”

It’s like he’s cutting me. Like he’s the one with the blade now.

Closing my eyes, I don’t know why I even ask the next question. I know the answer—I’ve always known it, yet I need to hear it from his lips. “So hockey is more important than me?”

His eyes are angry. “Don’t do that. Don’t make me choose. That’s not right.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing? Trying to figure out if I’m worth the risk? When there isn’t even a fucking risk because my dad doesn’t fucking care who I am dating!”

“The proof is right here,” he says, holding his phone up. “Your dad does care, and I don’t know what that means for me.”

“What it means is that you are choosing hockey over me.”

“That’s not what I fucking said. I just need some time. Give me some fucking time!”

“Fine, take all the time you need because I’m breaking up with you.”

Fuck, did I really say that? When his eyes widen, I know I did. Instantly, I regret it, but I refuse to let him know that. I won’t be second fucking best.

“What the fuck, Avery?” he yells, but I know I’m doing the right thing.

Or at least, I think I am.

Lifting my bag, I put it on my shoulder and look at him. “I’ve been second fucking best to that sport my whole life, and I won’t be any longer. I love you, Jace, I do. And this hurts more than I can even explain, but there is nothing else to say.” My voice breaks and tears still trickle down my face. I don’t want this. I don’t want to break up. But damn it, I said I wanted more. I want to be important.

I go to walk around him, but he takes me by my arm, stopping me. “There is plenty to fucking say.”

“No, there isn’t.” I pull my arm from his and reach for my car door. “Good luck to you.”

Despite his protests, I get in, slamming the door and starting my car. I ignore when he starts beating on the window, demanding I get out and talk to him. Because I can’t. I can’t do this to me. I matter too much. I hit reverse as he hobbles back from the car, shaking his head. Without even looking at him, I pull away as my heart breaks even more. I don’t know how that happened. I can only ask why.

But I can’t help myself, and I look in the mirror to see him with his hands on his head, his elbows in the air, and tears in his eyes.

And all I can think is…

This is what true heartbreak feels like.
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Jace: Really? Come on, talk to me.

Jace: Don’t be like this.

Jace: Are you really ignoring me? I’ve called you seven times.

Jace: Avery, this isn’t fair. You have to get what I’m saying here. I don’t want to lose you, I love you.

Jace: Come on. I was trying to be honest.

Jace: You know that thing you have a hard time with.

Jace: Ignore that last message, I’m just pissed. I keep calling. You won’t answer. Just answer me.

Jace: Avery. For real. This is insane.

Jace: I went to your dorm, you aren’t there and you aren’t answering my calls. Are you okay?

Jace: Okay, really? You can text Mekena to tell her to tell me to leave, but you can’t text me?

Jace: I can’t believe you are acting like this. I thought you loved me.

 

I do. I love him so much I’m surprised I was able to get to Stu’s office and back without crashing my car. The pain I’m feeling is completely indescribable. It hurts. Everywhere. I can’t believe this has happened. My day had started off so well. I was actually okay with going home, but now, I’m so fucking mad and hurt that my brothers better watch out.

I’m out for blood.

And not mine.

Theirs.

Throwing my phone into the bottom of my bag, I turn off my car and pause when it starts to ring.

It’s him.

Again.

Closing my eyes, I lean my head against the steering wheel and let my tears fall onto my legs. I shouldn’t have broken up with him. Maybe I should have given him the time he asked for, but I can’t. I want to be number one. I deserve to be number one, and for the last month, I thought I was his number one. Sitting up, I wipe my face and push the door open, getting out.

“Why can’t you just talk to me?”

Whipping my head to the left, I find Jace coming toward me and I shake my head. “Take a hint, Jace. I don’t want to talk to you.”

I start for my dorm, walking a little faster than I normally would, but I can’t do this. He hurt me. He went behind my back, contacted an ex to catch me in a so-called lie? I didn’t do anything wrong. I know what happened—hell, I’m the only one who knows the damn truth—and he didn’t believe me.

“I love how you’re mad at me when I did nothing wrong. You’re the one who lied.”

“I didn’t lie,” I yell back at him. “I didn’t volunteer it. And I’m not mad, I’m hurt. You broke my heart. Now leave me the hell alone.”

Walking a little faster, I hear him trying to catch up. But bless him, his leg is injured and I feel bad. I wanted to spend the day taking care of him, loving him, before I left. Instead, that all went to shit.

“Are you really gonna make me chase you? My leg is hurt, Avery. Take pity on the disabled.”

He’s trying to be funny. Trying to make me laugh so I’ll talk to him, but no. Just no. “Leave me alone, Jace. You wanted time, you got it.”

“I don’t want time without you. I just wanted to think it through.”

“Good luck with that,” I yell back at him, wrapping my arms around myself to keep warm.

“I don’t get it. I mean, shit, don’t you understand that this is scary? Like, the whole thing. I fell so hard, and after I fell, I find all your dirty laundry. It’s insane.”

“Whatever, Jace. Dirty laundry or not, you said you loved me. Who is the one who’s really lying?”

As I reach the door, I hear him dragging his leg like a zombie. I want to laugh at the hilarity of him hobbling after me, dragging his bum leg, but I can’t. It only makes me cry harder. If he loves me this much, then why is he scared? What the hell is there to be scared of when all we need is each other? He’s right; it isn’t fair.

Running up the stairs because I know he can’t make it up them, I’m out of breath before I reach my room. When I open the door, Mekena is sitting on the bed, a blanket wrapped around her and a book in her lap.

“Avery? Are you okay?” she asks, sitting up, and I slam the door before locking it. I go to walk away, but then I pause, putting the chain on too. Just for good measure. I doubt he’d do something stupid, but no telling. Love brings out the crazy in people.

I know that firsthand.

“No,” I admit, throwing my bag on my bed before going to my closet for my suitcase.

“What happened?”

Before I can answer, a banging comes at the door. “Avery, let me in.”

Shaking my head, I chance a glance at Mekena and her eyes are wide. “What the hell?” she mouths and I shrug.

“We broke up,” I say before angrily throwing things in my bag.

“Um, no. You broke up with me.”

Mekena’s eyes move from the door to me. “You did what?”

I shake my head. “We got into a fight. He says I’m a liar, and he doesn’t know if he wants to date me because he’s scared my dad will ruin his career. So, like always, hockey comes before me.”

When his fist slams against the door, I jump and glare back at the door. “I never said that. Give me a chance to explain myself.”

“They should really use a thicker door,” I say, wiping my face before throwing things in my suitcase.

But Mekena looks worried and she points to the door. “Maybe you should talk before he beats down our door.”

“He can’t stand for long, he hurt his leg. He’ll be gone soon.”

“I’m not going anywhere until you talk to me.”

Annoyed, I go to the door, unlocking it and opening it as far as the chain allows. I take a look at him, and his eyes are wild, he’s sweating, and he looks like shit. I don’t want to hurt him. I don’t want this, but what do I do? Just roll over and let the love of the game continue to run my life?

“If you love me, you’ll stop this. Just let me go.”

But he’s shaking his head before I can even finish. “Fuck no, because I love you and this isn’t what I want. I want you. I want to talk.”

“No,” I say simply. “You wanted time. I’m giving it to you.”

“Yes, but I want time with the guarantee you’ll be there.”

“So I’m just supposed to wait it out? Wait for you to break up with me? No, Jace. You want out? Here is your out.”

“I don’t want out,” he roars, slamming his fist into the doorjamb. Flinching in pain, he holds his hand, shaking his head. As he meets my gaze, he whispers, “I love you.”

I swallow hard, the sides of my mouth trembling as I stay locked in his gaze. “I love you too.”

“Then open the door. Let me talk to you, hold you. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“You should have done that before. Instead, you made me feel like your love for the game was more important than me. That the dude who led me to try to kill myself speaks the truth, rather than me. No, Jace. I need you to leave me alone.”

His jaw clenches as he runs his good hand down his face. “I don’t want to lose you, Avery. I can’t lose you.”

“Then let me go,” I say, my voice breaking before I look away. “Just let me go.”

Shutting the door, I lean my head against it as it vibrates with his banging. His voice holds such desperation as he begs me to let him in. To talk to him. But I just can’t.

I won’t.

I don’t move as he continues to beat on the door. That is, until Mekena comes over, pulling me away and then onto her bed. Covering our heads with the blanket, she wraps her arms around me and smiles. “When life sucks, I like to hide,” she whispers, Jace’s grunts of anger in the distance.

“Yeah,” I say, pulling in a deep breath, my tears falling in streams down my cheeks. “I just can’t be second best anymore.”

“And you don’t have to be,” she whispers, holding me, and I lean into her. We stay like that for a really long time. Neither of us speaks or moves as Jace bangs on the door. Each slam of his fist causes a new round of tears. I want to jump off the bed, hold him, tell him to stop. But that goes against everything I’m fighting for. The need to be important to someone. The craving to matter more than a stick and a puck.

When the banging stops, I look up, even though I can’t see anything since it’s pitch black under the blanket.

“You’re breaking my heart, Avery. Please,” I hear him say. But I don’t move. “But if you want space, I’ll give it to you. Lead by example, right? I guess, call me, if you want. I really hope you want to. After you’re done being mad at me. I won’t apologize, though, because I don’t need to. I never intended on breaking up with you. I just needed to think it all through. So if that’s a crime, I’m sorry. But fuck, Avery, don’t you realize how much you mean to me? How much I love you? Fuck,” he bellows, slamming something into the door, making us both jump.

When we hear nothing more, Mekena pulls the blanket off our heads and looks at me. “I don’t know the whole story, Av, but that doesn’t sound like someone who’s putting hockey above you.”

My mouth trembles. “I know, but like you said, you don’t know the whole story,” I say sadly, shaking my head before looking back at her. “It hurts knowing that he doubts our relationship, our love, me, believing that my dad would ruin his career. My dad has no pull like that. He can’t even get his own kid in the draft, but he can ruin careers? Jace went behind my back, contacted the douche who broke my heart, and believes him. It’s mind-blowing. Yeah, I held back that I tried to kill myself and all that shit, but come on. I love him and he isn’t listening to that. He only cares about that damn sport, his fucking career. Maybe I’m being a bitch, but when the hell do I matter? How many times am I going to come up short next to it? Am I letting my past fuck with my future? Maybe. But I deserve the best. I’m tired of not being important enough to someone. Especially someone I love the way I love him.”

Her eyes widen, and I immediately realize I said way more than I should have. “Whoa, lots to process there.”

“Yeah,” I say, getting up and pulling my shirt down. “Just ignore it. I’m insane.”

“Avery, no, that’s good. In the last minute, you’ve shared more with me than you have in the six weeks I’ve known you.”

Biting into my lip, I close my eyes. “Sorry. I know that was crazy, but I’m just so hurt.” I fall onto my bed and let the tears go. “I trusted him. Depended on him. And yeah, it’s only been a month or so, but I thought this was real.”

“Don’t give up yet,” she says, getting up and coming over to me. “You’re mad and hurt. I’m sure once you cool off and really analyze everything that happened, you’ll…” She pauses and I glance at her.

“Realize that I’m overreacting?”

She shrugs, a forgiving smile on her face. “Just a tad bit.”

“Yeah, but it’s such a sore spot for me.”

“I understand that.”

“He didn’t even try to comfort me as I was spilling my soul to him. I saw it in his eyes. All he cared about was that my dad could ruin him.”

“Well, Avery, he’s been working years to get to the NHL. You can’t really blame him. When you want something so badly and something threatens that, you really don’t think straight,” she says. I don’t want to get mad at her, but I’m pretty sure she’s taking Jace’s side. “I mean, look. He put a hole in our door because you wanted to remove yourself from the equation of you two. He freaked. Is that right? No, he could have done it a different way. But he was still honest with you. Like you would want any other time.”

Okay, maybe she’s right in that respect, but what does that mean? Do I call and tell him I made a mistake? Do I apologize? Shaking my head, I get up and go to my closet. “I need time to think.”

“Yeah, you do,” she agrees and I look back at her.

I go to say more, but then I notice her eyes are bloodshot, her cheeks covered in dried tears. Raising my brows, I ask, “You weren’t crying over all this? This is my problem.”

She shakes her head. “Nope, just like you, today has sucked for me too.”

Coming to the bed, I lean my hip against my bedpost, wiping my face free of the tears that are drying to my face. “What happened?”

She sucks in a breath and soon tears are spilling over her cheeks. Surprised, I fall onto the bed, taking her hand with mine as she waves me off with the other. “It’s dumb.”

“No, it can’t be if you’re crying. What happened?”

She bites into her lip and lets out a breath. “Markus and I were seeing each other, right?”

Oh shit, she said, “were.” Damn it, I thought things were good for them, but obviously, I was wrong. Just like I was with Jace, I guess. But, no, even I know that isn’t true. Ignoring my own issues, I say, “Yeah.”

“Well, Tuesday night we went out and he put the moves on me. I told him I wasn’t ready to do that because I wanted to get to know him better. You know, I’m not that kind of girl—but I’m not saying you are,” she says quickly and my lips curve. Not into a smile, because believe me, I will probably never smile again, but a smirk, nonetheless. “Anyway, he was cool with it, or so I thought, because he just texted me this morning and said he was really sorry, he couldn’t see me anymore. I asked why. And he said, ‘Because I slept with your sister last night.’”

My jaw drops. “What?”

“Yeah.”

“No, what? Markus slept with your sister?”

Bubbling with a sob, she nods. “Yeah, and when I asked Skylar about it, she said it was a mistake, they were drunk. But it really doesn’t matter ’cause we weren’t together anyway.” The hole in my chest widens as I wrap my arms around her. “It doesn’t matter that we weren’t together, I love him. I’ve always loved him.”

Her sobs shake her body against mine and I just hold her, my own tears rushing down my face again and into her hair. “I’m so sorry.”

Shaking her head, she cuddles into me. “But unlike Jace, neither Markus nor Skylar are trying to tear my door down to apologize or make things better. Instead, I’ve been in this room crying all day. So make sure you think that over. Realize that not everyone has a Jace chasing them. And yeah, he may choose his words wrong, but his actions speak louder. And there is nothing more important than you where his love is concerned.”

Her words rock my soul as I gather her tighter into my arms. I feel horrible for her, and I, of course, wish Markus to the fiery depths of hell, but I also feel horrible for Jace.

This whole time I was worried he’d break my heart. But really, I’m pretty darn sure I broke his instead.

The irony of it is suffocating.

But what a great melody it could become… Because as much as I think I walked away and let him go, I know our love song isn’t over.

It can’t be.
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I didn’t sleep well last night.

Mainly because I kept replaying our conversation over and over again. I dissected each word. The way he looked at me. The way his body was so taut. He was nervous, scared. And I understand that, but I ripped myself open, letting him see everything. And it wasn’t enough. I see the conversation between him and Caleb, and the pain is just overwhelming.

Especially since he hasn’t texted me since he left my door.

I thought at the time I was making the right decision. I’m so tired of being second best, of being the afterthought. But now, maybe I’m going about this all wrong. He was visibly upset, and now that I’ve spent most of the night thinking about it, I know he was trying to talk to me. Trying to figure out where to go from where we were. And instead of moving with him, I just shut down. I assumed the worst, with good reason, and called it off.

He needed reassurance, not me freaking the fuck out, but all I saw was him leaving me.

And that can’t happen.

Even though it kind of has.

Will he even talk to me?

I don’t know, but I feel like I’m dying and I haven’t even hurt myself. Nor do I want to. Which is huge for me. What I want is to know the truth, I want to have the facts, and the only way I can have those is by confronting my father, my brothers. I’m not sure what is going to happen and that scares me, but before I even try to apologize to Jace, reassure him that we are good, I need to get home and talk to my family.

But when I get home, no one is there.

“Welcome home, Ms. Haverbrooke,” our butler—if that’s even what they are called now—says.

I roll my eyes, waving Julian off. He’s worked for my family since my dad became the commissioner. It’s a little ostentatious in my opinion, but my dad loves him. So, whatever. “I’ve asked you for years not to call me that. It’s Avery.”

He smiles as he takes my bags. “Nonetheless, welcome home.”

“Where is my mom? Dad?”

He grimaces as I walk beside him through our massive house. I hate this house. It’s too big, too empty, but Dad wanted the best of the best. It’s never felt like a home—hell, the first time I even felt like I was home was when Jace wrapped his arms around me. “They are out to dinner with your brothers.”

“Couldn’t wait for me, I guess,” I mutter and his arm comes over my shoulders as we enter the kitchen. Laying my bag down, he pats my back.

“No worries. I made you your favorite, rice and beans.”

Which is a hell of a lot better than dinner with people who don’t care to wait for me.

As I eat, I try to sound happy, raving about my life in Nashville. But I know it rings a little false. While, yes, things are going great, I miss Jace. I know that Julian notices me checking my phone every second on the second. I just wish Jace would text me, but then, why don’t I text him? I’m the one who lost my shit; I’m the one who needs to apologize.

“Waiting on a call?” Julian asks and I shrug at his grin.

“I wish,” I say, checking it once more. “But I’m not.”

“No special man?” He grins, waggling his big, bushy black eyebrows at me and I shrug because, should I even say I do? Do I? Blah, I need to just text him. I’m worried about him, his knee, and also, I want to know if he’s playing tonight. I need to swallow my pride and text him. I’m going crazy without him. I don’t like how it ended, and I sure as hell can’t shake the look of desperation he gave me.

Before I can answer Julian, though, the back door opens and in spills my family.

“Avery! You’re here!” Mom squeals, coming toward me, wrapping me up in a tight hug. “I thought your plane didn’t get in till late?”

Of course you didn’t, I think. But instead, I say, “No, I got in at five.”

“Oh, how did you get home?”

“I called Reed.”

“Oh, good. So he won’t get you later,” she giggles, kissing my temple. “You okay? You look a little sick.”

She moves her hand along my cheek, and I shrug. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

She grins, kissing my nose once more before my dad’s booming voice fills the kitchen. “It’s so good to have everyone home.”

Yeah. I bet.

When Mom moves out of my line of sight, I see my three older brothers standing side by side, on their phones. They are all the same height, huge, with big shoulders, Laurence the littlest one out of all of them. Like me, they all have dark hair and the same eyes, but that’s all we share. Which is pathetic. I grew up with these three, and they might as well be strangers.

When Seth looks up, his gaze meeting mine, I glare. “You asshole.”

My mom gasps as my dad’s brows pull together, and I slowly stand. I have been going through what I am going to say to him all day. I’m ready to pounce, but he catches me off guard when he laughs. “Guessing your little boyfriend didn’t know?”

“Know what?” Mom asks.

“Boyfriend? You’re dating someone? Is that smart?” Dad asks as Matty glares.

“Yeah, Dad. She’s dating Jace Sinclair.”

“Sinclair, Sinclair, I know that name. The brothers, first-round picks, Jude and…Hayden?”

“Jayden,” I correct and he nods.

“That’s right, and then Jace, the youngest, he was supposed to go in with Laurence,” he says, pointing to my brother, who only raises his hand, completely bored with this conversation. “You’re dating the youngest? When did this happen?”

“About a month ago,” I bite out, hating that no one knows me around here. I post picture upon picture of Jace and me, hoping for some kind of reaction from someone in this damn house, but no one cares. It’s such bullshit.

“Hm, okay,” he says slowly, looking back at my mom. “Make sure you tell the doctor.”

“I’m fine,” I yell, and everyone’s gaze is on me.

“You don’t look fine,” Seth says. “You look sick.”

I glare as Matty says, “What, did he break up with you? You suicidal again?”

“Matthew Robert!” my mom shrieks and I just glare, staring into the face that is the male version of my own.

“Matthew, that is not okay,” my dad barks at him, but Matty doesn’t care. He grins, his arms crossing over his chest.

“For your information, I’m fine.”

“Yep, don’t care.”

I want to hit him. So damn badly. Tearing my gaze from him, I look at Seth and say, “But you couldn’t let it be. You had to tell his brother what I did, paint me out to be crazy, and then tell him that dad will ruin his career like he did Caleb’s? Which turns me into a liar ’cause that never happened!”

“Yes, it did,” Seth says, and he shrugs. “I told nothing but the truth. No need for you to ruin another guy’s life ’cause you’re not stable.”

“I am stable,” I yell, my blood boiling and the hair on my arms standing at attention.

“Eh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Seth says simply. “It isn’t normal to want to kill yourself over a guy.”

That has Matty and Laurence laughing while my mom’s face twists in horror. My dad is glaring, but he doesn’t say anything as Matty goes, “Shit, let her. Maybe then I won’t have any competition in the draft.”

“Yeah, really,” Laurence says, shaking his head. “’Cause you aren’t going first with that kid in.”

“You guys are sick and pathetic and liars. Because Dad did not mess up Caleb’s career. Did you, Dad?” I ask, turning to him, and he shakes his head.

“Why would I? It isn’t his fault you did what you did.”

“Yeah, Avery. It’s no one’s fault but yours,” Matty retorts, and tears start to sting my eyes.

Looking over at him, I nod. “No, Caleb didn’t tell me to do it or anything. He didn’t write whore across my locker or even taunt me to the point of a mental breakdown. Nope, that wasn’t him, huh?”

Matty shrugs as my parents both look lost. Even Seth and Laurence are confused. “Guess not.”

“Guess it wasn’t you who stood by and watched him ruin my life, beg me to leave this world because I was nothing, huh?”

His lips curve into a grin and he shrugs again. “Nope, guess not.”

“Matty, is that true?” my mom asks, her eyes wide.

“She’s insane, Mom. I don’t know. You might want to up her meds.”

“Fuck you,” I scream, taking a step toward him. “You are a worthless piece of shit who will never amount to anything ’cause you take pride in hurting other people.”

He scoffs. “You are the only one I don’t care about, Avery. I mean, how could I? When all you do is beg for attention instead of shutting your fucking mouth.”

Turning to my parents, I hold my hand out to my brothers. “Do you see this? Do you see how they treat me, and yet you do nothing,” I yell and Matty laughs.

“Why would they? All you do is bitch and moan. ‘No one loves me.’ ‘All you care about is hockey.’ Me, me, me. All you care about is yourself. You’re the selfish, poor excuse for a human.”

I glare, my heart pounding in my ears. I swear to God, I have no clue who this person is. Family isn’t supposed to do this to you. Especially the person you shared a womb with. “Why do you even talk to me, Matty?”

“Believe me, I don’t want to.”

“Then I’m gone. All of you, I’m gone. You’ll never ever have to deal with me again,” I sneer as I back away, looking at each of the faces of the people who are my so-called family.

“Now, Avery, calm down. There is no reason to act like this,” my dad says, but I shake my head.

“Are you coming to my showcase in March?”

He pauses and looks to my mom for help, but she shrugs. “Now, Avery, you know that I can’t get away easily…”

“So that’s a no.”

“Well, let me see what I can do—”

“But you got time off for Matty’s and Laurence’s first games. For Seth’s game in Jersey. But you can’t get off for something that’s in five months? Can’t move your schedule around?”

“Avery, that’s different. I have to know the talent coming up.”

“No, it’s ’cause I don’t matter to anyone in this house. I’m just a fucking problem. Someone who is always in the way.”

“That’s not true,” my mom says, taking a step toward me. “Honey, we love you.”

“Yeah, maybe you love me, but you sure as hell don’t care about me. That’s fine. I’m done with this family.”

With that, I turn to walk away, just as Matty says, “Oh, there she goes, attention-seeking Avery throwing a fit ’cause no one is up her ass.”

Turning around, I bite out, “Fuck off.”

“Don’t you see why you are treated the way you are? Because you’re pathetic. No one cares. Hell, half of us don’t even love you.”

“Matthew,” my parents exclaim, but Matty doesn’t care, he just glares.

“So please, don’t lie to us. Keep your promise.”

“Why don’t you just shut the fuck up?”

“Make me.”

I really don’t know what gets into me. I don’t even know what is happening, but then I’m across the room, slamming my fist into his chest. But he’s so much bigger than me and he just swats me away. Hard. I lose my footing, slamming my face into the counter. Then I’m on the floor, and his laughter is filling the room as my mom rushes to me.

“Honey!”

Smacking her hands away, I sit up, the tears burning my eyes, pain throbbing along my nose, and blood dripping down my lips. Narrowing my eyes at Matty, I say, “I hate you.”

“Same here, sweetheart,” he says with a wink.

My body is shaking with anger as I get up slowly, ignoring the help my mother is trying to give me. I refuse to be weak. I refuse to let him know he hurt me. So I hold my head high, covering my injured nose as I walk out of the kitchen.

And no one stops me.

Because I don’t fucking matter.

Reaching my room, I push the door open and go straight to my bathroom to clean up. Holding on to the sink, I suck in a sob as my blood drips into my sink. The last time blood was on this sink, I caused it. I sat here and dragged the knife so far into my skin that my wrists still burn to this day. I can still see the blood pouring from them and the feeling of weakness spilling from my body. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be around these people.

They only hurt me.

When a towel appears in front of my face, I look up to see Julian. Taking it from him, I sniff before holding it to my face. “Don’t cry, Avery,” he says, cupping my shoulder. “They aren’t worth your tears.” My head jerks in a nod as he smiles. “Anything you need?”

Jace. I need Jace.

Shaking my head, my voice is muffled as I say, “No, I’m fine. I’m just gonna go to bed.”

“Okay, call for me if you do.”

“Thank you,” I say as he turns and leaves the room, shutting my door in the process. Closing my eyes, I lean back into the sink and then slide down it, welcoming the pain of the knobs digging into my back. When my butt hits the floor, I shake my head, unsure why this is the family God chose for me. Why couldn’t I get a supportive, loving family like Jace? Yeah, it’s a little damaged, but aren’t we all? I know I am.

That shouldn’t matter. My mom should love me—they all should—but yet no one hasn’t even come to check on me. Nope. Nothing. I just don’t understand, but it’s starting to make me realize that maybe it wasn’t me who wasn’t enough. Maybe it was they who weren’t enough for me. Maybe I’m not the problem, or it isn’t even hockey that’s the problem.

It’s them.

Because Jace wouldn’t ever let that happen, neither would his momma. Hell, his whole family. They would never speak to each other like that. They would be there for each other, lifting each other up. Hell, they do the same for me, and they don’t even know me. Yeah, they may wrestle and be silly, but they would never push someone with the intent to hurt them. No, only the people who are my blood do this to me. What did I ever do to deserve this?

Closing my eyes, the tears come fast down my throbbing face. Everything hurts. My face, my body, my heart. God, my heart hurts most of all. I just want Jace. I want Nashville. I want to never see these people again. I don’t ever want to feel like I’m not even home, when that’s exactly where I’m supposed to be. No one should feel like this. Like the walls are closing in and you are alone. It just isn’t fair.

When my phone sounds with a notification, I think it’s a text. I pull my phone out, still holding my head up to keep the blood at bay. When I see that it’s a notification from Facebook, I plan to ignore it, but then I see that Jace has been tagged in a photo by Delanie Collins. I swallow hard, blinking away my tears as I slide the notification over and wait for my Facebook to load.

Then I wish I hadn’t.

Because staring back at me is a picture of the man I love, grinning, while his so-called ex-girlfriend kisses the side of his mouth.

 

Delanie Collins with Jace Sinclair: So good to be with this guy tonight. I’ve missed him more than I care to admit. Let the good times roll! #backtogether #timeapartisnothing #justlikebefore #boyfriendmaterial

 

As a new round of sobs burns in my chest, I can only shake my head.

Apparently, I don’t matter to anyone.

I don’t exist.

Because the love of my life looks pretty happy without me, while I’m sitting on my bathroom floor, sobbing and bleeding, not only from my nose but my heart.

All I can feel is empty.

Completely empty.
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I didn’t want to come out.

I really didn’t.

But after being told to skip the game by Justin and then my mom fussing over me on the phone, I really had no choice but to get out of the house. Especially after watching my boys lose. It was a tough game, close one, one we should have won. But we didn’t and I blame it on Markus. He was sucking tonight, and he was another reason I came out. I’m worried about him, but instead of kicking it with my boy and my brother, Delanie is on me like white on rice.

Before, I wouldn’t have minded. Hell, I would have eaten it up, but I’m still torn up about Avery. I didn’t want to break up with her. That wasn’t my plan, not even kind of, but after the overload of information, I needed a minute to think how to proceed because I knew I couldn’t walk away. Not after all she admitted or how she cried. She didn’t want to lose me, but she threw me away.

It just doesn’t make sense.

I’ve checked my phone probably a billion times. I’ve started texts and deleted them. I’ve typed in her number but didn’t hit call. I just want her to talk to me, but I know she won’t. She truly believes I chose hockey over her, and I couldn’t be any madder at her family if I tried. They did this. They created this girl with the monster lack self-worth and sent her out into the world. I’m just happy I found her, because there’s no telling what some douche could have done to her if I hadn’t taken her for my own.

That’s right. She’s still mine.

I just need her to get her head out of her ass and realize that. Leaning on the bar, I take a pull of my beer, watching as Baylor and Jayden move on the dance floor. She’s drunk, like superdrunk, but then so am I. Which is what I came out for. To get lost in the bottle and not worry about what’s going on in my relationship. Not now at least. Later, I’ll face the music, and I just pray that our song isn’t over. Because I can’t go on without this girl.

I need her.

When a hand comes hard against my shoulder, I look over to see Markus. “You okay?” he asks and I shake my head, looking back at my phone. I told him everything last night when I came wobbling into the house, my leg aching from kicking the shit out of Avery’s door. He told me I should let her go, but no. I don’t care what anyone says. I love her and I’m going to be with her. She just has to get past her issues. When she does, I’ll be there. Or, I’ll break tomorrow and pester her until she talks to me. Hell, I might even fly to New Jersey.

Okay, wait, I need to tuck that crazy back in.

“Has she texted you?”

I shake my head once more. “Still radio silence.”

“Dude, really? That blows.”

“Yeah, it does. Probably as much as not hearing from Mekena does for you,” I say and he looks away, shaking his head. “Dude, I still can’t believe you slept with her sister. Did you get confused on who was who?”

He doesn’t even laugh, and I know he regrets it. Hell, he was just as torn up as I was this morning. He didn’t even eat…which is crazy. I know he likes to drink, but that’s so unlike him. He isn’t the kind to hurt someone. It’s weird, but when I asked why, all he could do was repeat the same thing, “It was a mistake. I said I was sorry, but she deserves better than that. Hence, why I’m staying far away.”

“Blows,” I say, holding my bottle up to his and he taps it.

“Another round of shots?”

I nod and we do three more. Leaning back in my seat, I suck in a deep breath as Markus leans against the bar, his eyes focused on where Delanie is dancing on the bar.

“Well, you’re a single man, and the way Delanie is checking you out, I think it means you’re getting laid tonight.”

“No way,” I slur, and hell, I hadn’t realized I was this drunk. I shake my head before taking a pull of my drink. “I think I’m gonna head home.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I’m drunk.”

“Lightweight,” he calls and I laugh, flipping him off before heading to where Baylor and Jayden are.

“I’m out,” I yell and Jayden nods.

“You good?”

“Yeah, I’ll text you when I get to the house.”

“Cool,” he says as Baylor kisses me on the cheek. Flashing her a winning grin, I walk away. The grin on my face is gone within seconds. I’ve been acting as if everything is okay. I didn’t tell Jayden about Avery. I haven’t told anyone, and I won’t until I know for sure what is going on. As I head out the door, the cold air slices into my face and I shut my eyes. It feels so good.

Starting for the Bullies’ house, I drag my leg behind me, wobbling a little more than I was earlier because of the alcohol in my system. It doesn’t hurt, which is a plus, but my heart… Yeah, that hurts. Fucking girls. Breaking hearts and shit.

When someone falls into step beside me, I look over to see Delanie grinning at me. “What the hell? Leaving without me?”

I shake my head, stopping. “No, you stay here.”

“What? Really? I was hoping we’d hook up,” she says, taking a step toward me, but I stop her.

“I have a girlfriend, Delanie. I told you that. Like ten times already.”

“I don’t see her,” she challenges, holding her hand out. “If she was really with you, wouldn’t she be out, making sure you aren’t hooking up with the girl who gave you the best blow job of your life?”

“She’s out of town.”

She steps toward me again, wrapping her arms around my waist. It’s so familiar but feels so wrong. I don’t love this girl. “Come on. Don’t you miss me?”

“As a friend, nothing more,” I say, unwrapping her arms from me.

“Come on, Jace. You know you’re still into me. Let’s go back to your place.”

But I shake my head. I may be drunk, but I’m not stupid. “No, I’m not. I love my girlfriend. Now, stop.”

She gives me a pout. “I thought you’d want me back.”

“Well, you thought wrong. Peace,” I say, holding up two fingers like a nerd before turning around and hobbling away.

“You’re gonna regret it, Jace,” she sings to me and I wave her off.

“I don’t regret anything,” I call over my shoulder, but that’s a lie. I regret not kicking down Avery’s door and making her listen. I regret not sleeping on her car so she couldn’t drive to the airport. I regret letting her go. Damn it, I regret that more than anything. Shaking my head, I see my house and I’m thankful. I’m ready to fall face first into my bed and sleep this off. Maybe tomorrow when I wake up, it will all be a dream and she’ll be beside me.

Maybe I’ll be in the NHL.

Eating cereal out of the Stanley Cup I won.

Eh, a guy can dream.

I’m almost to the door when my phone signals a text. Coming to a halt, I rush to get my phone out of my pocket and almost yelp in excitement when I see it’s her. She sent me a picture? Maybe she’s naked with I’m sorry written across her belly? Hitting the message, it opens to the picture that Delanie took earlier that night. We look silly, happy, but I sure as hell didn’t want Avery seeing that. Especially when I see what she has to say about it.

 

Avery: Wow, you move on fast.

 

Typing back vigorously, I fall onto my ass in the wet grass.

 

Me: I told you she was a friend.

Avery: So you’d be cool if I kissed Markus? He’s my friend.

Me: No, I would not be cool with that and I can understand why this upsets you, but you do remember that you broke up with me.

Avery: Yeah, and you moved on. Guess it was all in my head, huh? This so-called real love I thought we had.

Me: Can I call you?

Avery: No. nothing to say.

Me: Don’t be like that. There is plenty to say. Let me talk to you.

 

I wait, but nothing comes back. So I call, but it goes straight to voice mail. Closing my eyes, I drop my head to my knees and I just let go. I sob uncontrollably. I blame it on the alcohol because, damn it, I’m a man. But this girl, man, she’s fucked me up. She can’t be serious, though, and obviously she cares because she is jealous and upset. So I call her again, but her phone still goes to voice mail. I try again, and once more, her voice comes on the line, telling me to leave a message.

“Just answer me, Avery. Please. Let’s talk about this. I don’t want to lose you.”

Hanging up, I call again, and when it rings more than once, I sit up straighter. Maybe she’s going to answer this time.

“Bro, it’s midnight. What’s wrong?”

Shit. I called Jude.

But before I can hang up or tell him it’s nothing, I’m sobbing like a fucking baby. “She broke up with me,” I cry, trying to sound like a man, but I fail. Man, I fail so miserably.

“Dude, are you drunk?”

“Yes, but did you hear me? She broke up with me and she won’t answer my calls. Why does this hurt so bad? Why does it suck, and why doesn’t she want me? Why couldn’t I be like you? Just fuck every bitch I see. Be a player. Why did I fall? Why did I let this happen?” I cry and I’m met with silence before I fall back into the wet grass.

“Jace, where are you?”

“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. She doesn’t love me. She saw a picture of me and Delanie together, and now she thinks I’ve moved on. But Jude, I can’t move on. I fucking love her. Ugh, Jude, why?” I moan, closing my eyes tightly as the stupid tears fall from them.

“Claire, text Jayden, see where he is,” I hear him say, but I’m too busy throwing myself a badass pity party.

“This was supposed to be a fun, carefree year. Instead, I fell in love with this amazing, gorgeous, damaged girl who I want nothing more than to put back together. I want to hold her in my hands and love her, Jude, I do.”

“Jesus Christ,” I hear him mutter. “Text him and tell him to find Jace.”

“I love her so much, and yet, that wasn’t enough. She thought I chose hockey over her ’cause I was scared of her dad running my life. And really, that’s your fault. You scared me,” I accuse and Jude groans.

“You deal with this drunken crazy. Give me Jayden,” I hear him say and then Claire is on the phone.

“Jace?”

“Oh, Claire… I know now what you felt when you lied to my brother and he dumped you. It hurts. It fucking hurts.”

“Oh, wow,” she laughs softly. “Jace, calm down.”

“I can’t! The love of my life has ripped my heart out of my chest.”

“Jace, honey, where are you?”

“In the grass,” I say, sitting up and looking around.

“What’s around you?”

“The Bullies’ house.”

“He’s in front of the house,” she says to my brother and then she’s back on the line. “Everything is okay, Jace. Just calm down.”

“You don’t understand! Jude came back for you. What if she doesn’t come back for me?”

“She will. Calm down,” she coos, but then everything is black.

I’m out cold.

And nothing else matters.

Except the ache in my chest.
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Warmth, I feel warmth.

Avery. She’s here.

And she looks beautiful. Her hair is falling along her bare chest, her eyes are locked on mine, and her lips are parting. Moving my hand up her arm, I take ahold of her face.

“I knew you’d come back. I’m so sorry.”

I lean in to kiss her, but then a huge hand stops me.

“Whoa, gotta buy me dinner before I make out with you, you freak.”

When I open my eyes, Jayden is staring at me.

He’s in my bed.

He’s not Avery.

“What the fuck?” I screech, backing away from him and into the wall. He laughs as he shakes his head. “What are you doing? Creep.”

“Shut up, assbutt. I made sure you didn’t choke on your vomit all night. I should get a thank-you since I took care of your ass instead of getting laid.”

I roll my eyes, sitting up. “You didn’t have to.”

He side-eyes me. “Yeah, ’cause you were a witness to the shitshow last night. Dude, what did you drink?”

I shrug, my head pounding. “Anything I could find.”

“Jesus, you were toast,” he says, shaking his head. “You were crying like a baby on the phone with Jude, spilling your guts like a fourteen-year-old girl with her sad collection of One Direction playing in the background. It was tragic.”

“Fuck you,” I murmur, dropping my head onto my pillow. Sucking in a deep breath, I can smell her. Damn it, I miss her. “You don’t know real pain.”

He laughs. “Yeah, not me.”

“Baylor never broke up with you!”

“Nope, it was all rainbows and unicorns with that chick.”

I don’t answer that because I know it wasn’t, but still. I’m hurting.

“Listen, this sucks, I get it. But instead of crying and pouting, do something about it.”

“I’ve tried,” I say, sitting up, but then I immediately lie back down when I get dizzy. “She doesn’t want to talk.”

“Make her talk.”

Giving him a dull look, I roll my eyes. “You’re dumb. Go away.”

“Nice talk,” he says, jumping off my bed and onto the trampoline before landing on the ground. He peeks at me through the rail on the bed. “It’s gonna be fine. You’ll work it out.”

“It doesn’t feel like that.”

“Because you actually love her, and that’s why I know it’s gonna work out. It’s obvious she loves you, so I’m not worried and you shouldn’t be either. Just take it one day at a time and tell her how you feel. Be honest.”

“I tried that, and it went to shit.”

He backs away. “Then sit here and wallow in your pity. I’m out. No more drinking. You’re grounded.”

I glare as he waves, going out the door and shutting it behind him. Reaching for my phone on the nightstand, I check my texts. Nothing. Calls. Nothing either. No Facebook posts either. Radio silence.

Fuck.

Opening a text, I stare at it. I try to find the words to say to her, but nothing comes. Closing my eyes, I roll onto my back and I know I should wonder where Markus is or go to the bathroom or do something, but I can’t move. I won’t move until I figure out what to say.

I need to get her back.

Above me, I hear someone playing that ginger dude she likes, and I smile.

She likes music.

And I can sing. 
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I’m dead asleep when I hear my phone go off.

I ignore it, though, knowing it’s him.

All I see is him and her together, and it really boils my blood.

Stupid whore.

Stealing my man…

Blah.

When my phone signals another text, I reach for it, bringing it under the covers with me. The warm cocoon I’ve built for myself, where I’m safe. Like I suspected, it’s Jace. I know I should ignore it, but I can’t. Opening the text, I see a video and then two simple words.

 

Jace: Watch me.

 

Raising a brow, I hit play and then the video takes over my screen, the picture shaking on his end. When his beautiful face comes into the frame, my heart aches. He hasn’t shaved, scruff covering his thick jaw. His hair is hanging messily in his eyes, pushed down by the gray beanie he favors. His eyes are dark and red, like he’s had a rough night. I wish like hell the first thing I think isn’t that he was with her.

“I really think you should do something else here. Why don’t you send her—” I hear Jayden say, but Jace waves him off, looking at the camera.

“Shut up, it’s recording,” he says, his eyes dark and intense. “Avery, if you hit play, thank you. Thank you for watching, for giving me a chance to win you back.”

“Jesus,” I hear Jayden moan, and I can’t help but smile. Especially when Jace appears to throw a pillow at him. “Ow!”

“Shut up,” he snaps before looking back at the camera. “I’m so sorry my brother is a dick, but he’s the only person who knows how to play a guitar that I know, other than Jude. But he’s actually flying to Jersey at this very moment. I mean, I guess I could have come and done this in person, but I really didn’t want to have you slam the door in my face. But if you don’t answer me back in an hour after I send this, then I just might.”

“Oh my God, can we do this? Some people have things to do.”

I giggle at the annoyance in Jayden’s voice as Jace glares at him. “You suck. Really.”

“Stop talking so much and do what you planned. Even though, let’s be honest, I wouldn’t text or call you after listening to what we just practiced.”

“I hate you. I really do.” Jace glares and then turns back to the video. “So yeah, here it goes. What I want to say. What I’m feeling. What I want. Which is you.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I hear Jayden moan, and I swear, I love these two.

“Shut up and start playing!”

Jace looks back at the camera, and I listen as the beautiful melody to the beginning of “Give Me Love” by Ed Sheeran starts to play. I freaking love this song, so damn much. And when Jace starts to sing it, badly, of course, I know I just fell in love with it more. The words before were heart-wrecking, but now, the beauty of the lyrics is enhanced by the man I love. He may not be able to sing, but the words are coming from his soul. His eyes are locked on the camera, and his fist is moving with each word as he sings just for me.

Horribly, but I don’t care. He is beautiful, he is hilarious, and he’s doing this for me. Even if I’m not sure he should have to. I should be singing to him, but he’s fighting. He wants me. I do matter. As he gets to the chorus and he sings, desperately, from his soul, I can only smile with each jerk and fist pump he does. When the music stops, though, and Jayden takes the phone despite Jace’s protests, I laugh.

Jayden runs out of the room and into the bathroom across the hall, locking the door behind him. I have no clue what is going on, but the grin on my face is unstoppable as he struggles with the phone. Holding it out, Jayden looks at me, his green gaze locking on to me. I’ve never been intimidated by him, but I am now.

“Listen, Avery, please call my brother. Let him apologize so none of us ever have to listen to him sing again. I mean, that was torture. I didn’t know he was that bad,” he says quickly as Jace beats the door down. “He loves you. You have to realize that. And you make him happy. So please, give him a chance. If not for his sanity, for my family’s. Because I’m pretty sure if he calls my mom in a drunken state, crying like a fourteen-year-old girl whose boyfriend broke up with her and smashed all her One Direction CDs, she might come after you with a shotgun,” he says with a grin and I smile big. Then I’m laughing as Jace screams obscenities at his brother, his fist coming against the door like King Kong. “Love like this doesn’t come along often, you know? Don’t let some misunderstanding, or whatever the hell happened, come between you two. Real lovers work it out. They communicate instead of giving up. You’re not a quitter, I know you aren’t, so just call. Okay?”

And then the screen goes black, going back to my messaging app.

I can’t help but wonder if Jace killed Jayden, but before I can even text him, there is a knock at my door. Pushing the blankets down, I look toward the door to find Matty taking up the whole space. Just like that, my grin is gone and I’m glaring. I haven’t talked to him, or anyone, since last night. No one has checked on me, so I’m a little surprised to see him.

“What?”

He makes a face and then chuckles. “Man, your face is fucked up.”

My scowl deepens because I don’t know what he is talking about. “What do you want?”

Crossing his arms over his chest, he gives me a pointed look. “Mom told me to come apologize. But since I did nothing wrong, I refuse to. But tell her I did.”

Is he being real? “Please, I’m not covering for you ever again.”

He rolls his eyes. “Such a fucking drama queen.”

“And you’re a dick.”

“I don’t know why you can’t do what you’re told.”

“’Cause you aren’t my dad. You’re nothing to me. So, bye, Felicia.”

He glares, and for the first time in my whole life, I’m scared. What the hell is wrong with him? “You’ve always been so jealous of me. Get over it. You can’t be me.”

Confused, I shake my head. “I don’t want to be you, and I never wanted to be. I only wanted you to love me. I’ve tried to love you, even when you don’t deserve my love, but you’re so cruel to me.”

“I don’t want it,” he yells at me. “I don’t want anything from you but for you to disappear. You know what?” he sneers, coming into my room, stopping in front of my bed. “I wish you had died. I wish you were never born. You ruin everything. You’re nothing but a waste of space.”

My heart just hurts as I go up on my knees, holding his gaze. “What did I do to you, Matty? Why on earth do you feel all this animosity toward me? You’re supposed to love me.”

“I don’t, and I never will. You stole something from me that I can’t ever get back, and I’ll never forgive you for that!”

Confused, I search my brain for any basis for his accusation, but nothing comes to mind. “What the hell? What?”

He shakes his head. “Just fucking disappear. Don’t come back. No one loves you anyway.”

Whoa. Wait.

That was one of the last texts Caleb sent to me. Word for word.

But before I can stop him, though I really don’t know why I would, he stomps out of my room, slamming my door hard, and rattling the pictures on the wall. Falling back on my haunches, I just shake my head. What was he talking about? And why would he say those things? Those exact things? I just don’t get it, but I have no problem doing what he said. He doesn’t want me in his life, fine. There is someone out there who does.

Someone I love.

And I can’t let this go on any longer.

Opening my texts, I hit Jace’s name.

 

Me: Can you talk?

 

He answers within seconds.

 

Jace: Yeah.

 

After touching his number, I don’t have to wait long before his voice comes over the line. “Hey.” His voice holds so much promise it hurts, and my eyes fall shut.

“Hey,” I say shyly, chewing on my nails as silence stretches between us. Clearing my throat, I look up at the ceiling, blinking back the tears as I whisper, “I love the video.”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “Jayden is a dick.”

I smile. “Yeah, but then you gotta thank him, ’cause I want to talk.”

“Yeah, I guess,” he says softly. “But I don’t want to do it over the phone, Avery. This isn’t something that can be solved with words. I need to feel you against me. I need to look into your eyes, wipe away your tears.”

Swallowing hard, I nod, a tear rolling down my cheek. I miss him so much. “Yeah, I agree.”

“Did you drive to the airport?”

“No, I had a car pick me up.”

“Can I pick you up?”

My heart flutters as I slowly nod. “I would love that.”

“What time does your plane get in?”

“7:10 on Monday night.”

“You couldn’t change it to earlier?”

“No, I already tried. Everything was booked.”

“Can you send me the flight info?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Awesome,” I say breathlessly, my chest feeling empty from where he has my heart. “I miss you.”

“God, Avery, I miss you so fucking much,” he groans. “I just want you home now.”

“Me too,” I whisper. “I hate it here.”

“Two days. And then I’ll take you to get ice cream, we’ll talk, and we’ll leave all this nonsense in the past. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Because I love you, Avery. I love you so fucking much.”

“I love you.” Swallowing hard, I bite into my lip. “I’m sorry.”

“No, not now. Wait. Because I need to say it too.”

I blink back the tears as I nod slowly. “Okay, but how’s your leg?”

He chuckles. “Well, because I kicked in your door, they wouldn’t let me play last night and we lost.”

“So I guess that’s my fault?”

“I mean, if you want the blame, I’ll let you have it,” he teases and I grin. “No, it’s mine. I shouldn’t have gotten so mad that I kicked your door.”

“Maybe I should have opened it?”

“Yeah, that would have been nice. My knee and my team would have thanked you for that,” he says and I laugh. “But that’s a conversation for Monday, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree. “But one thing?”

“Yeah?”

“Nothing happened with Delanie Cunt Collins, did it?”

He scoffs. “Fuck no, my heart is in New Jersey.”

My mouth turns up into a full grin and I let out a sigh. “And my heart is in Nashville.”

“Damn right, and you aren’t getting it back.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Good,” he says, and then he yawns loudly into the phone. “Shit, sorry. I’m so damn out of it. I woke up to Jayden in my bed. It was freaky.”

I laugh at that and my face hurts from grinning. “I’ll let you go.”

“Okay, go mingle with that family of yours.”

I pause. “Yeah, about that… I kind of told them to fuck off and that I don’t want them in my life.”

“Holy hell, that’s amazing,” he says and I laugh. “Or wait, am I supposed to say something else?”

“No, it’s good. Matty said something crappy, of course, and I hit him. Then he pushed me into the counter where I busted my nose.”

He pauses. “Excuse me? He did what?”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Um, yes, it is. What did your mom, dad, or hell, anyone do?”

“Nothing.”

“What? Are you serious? I’ll kill him,” he says, his voice full of venom.

“Whoa, killer. Siblings fight.”

“I’ve never put my hands on Lucy—neither have my brothers. You don’t hit girls.”

He really is perfect.

“Just stay in your room, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay, call me if you need me to come up there. Or better yet, I’ll send Jude to come get you.”

“They aren’t holding me hostage, Jace.”

“Fine, go to a hotel. I’ll get you a room.”

“Jace, be real.”

“If I’m real, I’d fly you home. Now I’m worried.”

“Don’t be. I’m fine.”

He pauses and then clears his throat. “Like really, really fine? I’ve been so worried that you would…”

He trails off and I know what he is talking about. The cutting. But he has nothing to worry about. “I haven’t hurt myself. At all.”

“Good. That’s really good.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“Okay, will you text me later?”

“Yeah, text me when you wake up.”

“Cool. Okay, I love you.”

“I love you.”

I hang up, looking down at my screen as it goes to a picture of him and me. It was the day we were with Angie, having a blast. It was the day I knew I loved Jace Sinclair and that he was the last guy I’d ever love. It’s such a special picture, something I’ll treasure for the rest of my life.

It’s a picture of my forever. 
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I don’t come out of my room the rest of the weekend. Not even for the game, which was originally why I was in town. Mom did come to check on me, begging me to come out, but I stood my ground and she didn’t fight me on it. Especially when I looked in the mirror and saw the bruises around my nose. My family did nothing, and that just blows my mind. I mean, yeah, I went at him. But why did I have to? Why didn’t they tell him to shut up? Blah, whatever, I don’t care. I’m leaving in a matter of hours, and I’m never coming back. And the supershitty thing is, I don’t think they care.

But Jace does.

He wants me home.

 

Jace: So nine hours left until you’re home.

Me: Counting down the seconds.

Jace: Me too. Be safe. Call me when you land.

Me: I will.

 

After covering my face with more makeup than usual because of the bruises, I pick up my bag and head downstairs, wanting some lunch before I head downtown for my appointment. I already said good-bye to my mom this morning since she had a luncheon to go to for the hockey club she still supports, despite not having a son playing. While it burns that she doesn’t want to drive me to my appointment or to the airport, I know I need to let it go. I’ve decided this imitation of a family isn’t good for me, and I have to stand behind that. I have to be strong, no matter how much the small, feeble girl inside me wants to grasp at my family, begging them to love me.

As I head downstairs, the house is quiet and I don’t expect to see anyone else. My dad left last night for Toronto, Seth yesterday morning for wherever his next game is, and while Laurence and Matty are still here, I assume they don’t care to say good-bye to me, which is fine by me. Kind of. Whatever.

Dropping my bag at the bottom of the stairs, I head into the kitchen to get some leftovers Julian said he’d have for me. The kitchen is empty and I wonder where he is. He said he’d see me off, but I don’t see him and that makes me sad. While I may not think we need him, I love him. He’s always been really nice to me. Shrugging, I head to the fridge, getting out the plate that has my name on it before putting it in the microwave. Leaning against the counter, I wait as I play on my phone, stalking Baylor’s and Claire’s Facebook pages. They asked me to be friends this past weekend, which was surprising since I thought Jace would tell them we broke up. I’m assuming he didn’t because we are friends now, and it’s cool. I love looking back and watching Jace grow through their pictures. He’s so hot.

When I hear a text sound, I look around confused, since my phone didn’t go off. Looking to the island in the middle of the kitchen, I see a phone, blinking with a text. When it goes off four more times in a row, my brows mush together. Whose phone is that? I don’t want to be nosy, but when it goes off four more times, I take a step toward it, leaning my forearms on the counter until it’s in my view. I know I’m wrong with this, but it could be an emergency.

 

Graham: Dude, really?

Graham: What did I do? I thought we were going somewhere.

Graham: I mean, I’ve been falling for you and I thought you were too.

Graham: Let’s discuss this. I don’t want to break up.

Graham: I love you, Matty.

 

My eyes widen and my heart jumps into my throat.

Holy fuck.

It lights up again with another text and my eyes get even bigger.

 

Graham: We can tell them together. My parents understand, they love you like I do. Let’s tell your parents. Don’t end this. This is good. We are happy.

 

“Oh my Go—” Before I can even finish my sentence, I’m being pushed into the fridge and Matty’s hand is at my throat. My hands come to his wrists, crying out. “Let me go,” I struggle to say.

“What the hell are you doing?”

I slap at his arms but he doesn’t budge, and panic settles in my chest because I can’t breathe. He doesn’t look like he is going to let me go either. His eyes are wild, bloodshot, and his breathing is erratic, almost like he’s been crying. That can’t be right. Matty has no feelings. But one thing is for sure, I have to get out of his grip. I bring my knee up and he folds over, holding his groin as I get away, going around the island and out of his reach.

“Don’t fucking touch me,” I yell at him, and he leans on the island, glaring at me.

“What did you see? Fucking tell me, you bitch!”

“Oh, nothing much,” I say, my eyes locked in his intense and angry gaze. “Only that you’re gay,” I throw back at him and his eyes bug out.

“Shut your whore mouth!”

“Oh, why? You scared someone will hear me? I can’t believe that, instead of telling our parents, you’d rather break up with your boyfriend.”

“Shut your fucking mouth. You know nothing.”

“I know that Graham is in love with you. And if you touch me,” I say when he moves toward me, “I’ll tell Mom and Dad. I’ll tell the world.”

“They won’t believe you.”

“I don’t care. I’ll still tell ’em.”

“You think I care?”

“I know you do.” I see the panic in his eyes. Holy shit, my brother is gay. I mean, it doesn’t change anything. He’s still a douche, but this is huge. It makes no sense. I never saw this coming. Never. “Wow. I’m a little flabbergasted.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“So, you aren’t gay?” I ask, the cold, blank stare he is setting me with giving me chills. He looks so angry, so upset, and somewhere deep inside me, I feel for him. But then I remember what he has done to me, and my sympathy is nowhere in sight.

Especially when he yells, “Fuck you, Avery! Go slit your wrists.”

“That’s all you have on me,” I murmur, shaking my head, my last ounce of sympathy flying out the window. “But at least I’ve never been anyone but myself. I may have been a little messed up, but I’ve always been me. You, though, you’re hiding, tormented by the man you really are. So really, who’s suffering? Because I’m not. I’m happy. You…You’re just sad.”

“I’m not hiding shit.”

“Oh? Really, call Graham over. I’d love to meet him.”

His eyes are wild, his jaw clenching, and I really don’t know this person. Where is the twin who used to play dolls with me when we were little? Oh. Wow, maybe there were signs?

“Just fucking go. Get out of my life.”

“I’m leaving, after I eat my lunch and watch you squirm with nervousness that I could out you.” I hate that it has come to this. I’m not a mean person, but he’s done this. He’s caused me to be as nasty to him as he has been to me.

“You wouldn’t dare. I’d kill you.”

See? “I’m not scared of you, Matty. How could I be? You’re a fraud. I may be considered crazy and suicidal, but at least I’m me.”

“Which is nothing.”

“To you, I’m nothing. But I’m something to someone special.”

“Ha, that Sinclair bastard? Please, he’s using you.”

“Aw, are you jealous my boyfriend is hotter than yours?” I ask.

He takes a step toward me, venom in his voice. “Shut your fucking mouth!”

“Get away from me.”

“I’m allowing you to breathe, Avery. Remember that,” he seethes and I scoff.

“Please. You won’t touch me,” I say, holding up my phone to show that I’ve been recording this whole conversation. “One click, it’s on Facebook.” His eyes move to my phone as I hit the button and my voice fills the room, asking if he is gay. “Now stay the fuck away from me.”

Shaking his head, he glares. “Fine, as long as you stay away from me.”

He holds my gaze and I actually feel the loss of him. We’ve drawn the line in the sand. We will never have a relationship after this, not that I expected we could anyway.

But it still hurts as he points at me. “Don’t you dare say anything.”

“I don’t owe you anything,” I say simply. The panic is flashing in his eyes. He snatches his phone and storms out of the kitchen. When I hear the front door slam, I fall back into a chair and shake my head.

Jesus.

My brother is gay?

Wow.

That’s insane.

Sucking in a deep breath, still unable to process all this, I get my food out of the microwave before sitting where I can see both doors in case he comes back. I know it’s sad that I’m scared, but he had nothing but hatred in the depths of his turquoise eyes. As I dig into my food, I swear that was a mindfuck. Who would have thought that? And why is he hiding it? We are adults and it’s not like we have parents of the year anyway. I wonder how long he’s known, I wonder if he’s been in lov—

Wait.

Letting my head fall to the side, I pull my phone out, going to Facebook and typing in a name. When his profile comes up, I’m surprised I’m able to look at his profile picture without crying. To be honest, I don’t feel anything as Caleb’s grinning face looks back at me. When I see that he is on Messenger, my heart throbs in my throat as I hit his name and then start typing.

 

Avery Rose: Caleb, it’s Avery Haverbrooke. I know it’s been a really long time, but I need to ask you something.

 

His text bubble comes up right away.

 

Caleb Rutherford: Wow. Hey. Long time.

 

My heart is pounding in my chest. I can’t breathe because I never thought I would speak to him again. Like ever. I’ve hated him for so long, and yet, here I am, talking to him. But I have to know. Swallowing hard, I type back quickly.

 

Avery Rose: Yeah. So, do you have a moment?

Caleb Rutherford: Yeah. How are ya?

Avery Rose: Good, thanks, u?

Caleb Rutherford: Good, just touring the world.

Avery Rose: I see. I have a question because I know my boyfriend contacted you, Jace Sinclair. And you told him my family told you that you would never go into the draft. It was said that when I tried to kill myself, my dad retaliated and ruined your career, but that isn’t true. I asked my dad about it and he said our breakup wasn’t your fault, which I don’t agree with. I can’t believe I’m actually talking to you right now, but then I have to cuz I just found out something and I really need the truth.

Caleb Rutherford: Whoa. What?

Caleb Rutherford: Can I call you?

Avery Rose: What? Why?

 

But before he can answer me back, my Messenger is ringing with a call from him. Swallowing hard, I accept the call and his voice comes over the line.

“Avery?”

Oh man, it’s still as deep as I remember it.

Swallowing hard, I croak out, “Yeah?”

“Okay, hold on. I don’t understand. How is it my fault you tried to kill yourself? I had no clue about it until the end. Surely it wasn’t ’cause we broke up.”

My face scrunches up in confusion. “Um, did you forget that you tormented me, told me to kill myself?”

“What the fuck? I wouldn’t do that.”

“I have screenshots.”

“Send them to me.”

Pulling my phone away from my face, I go the folder that’s labeled “Hell in a handbasket” before I select them and send them to him. He is silent on the other end and my gut hurts. I don’t know what is going on. I thought when I heard his deep voice again, it would mean something to me. It doesn’t. Which, I guess, is good. Really good. I can’t believe this is happening, but it’s needed. I not only need closure, but I also need to know the truth.

Even if it does make my chest feel tight and my eyes flood with tears.

I need to know.

Swallowing hard, he clears his throat. “Avery, I swear to God, I didn’t send these texts.”

I don’t believe him. “Yeah, sure.”

“No, really. When I broke it off, it was because I didn’t want a girlfriend. I didn’t do it to hurt you. I loved you as a friend. I didn’t want to lead you on when I wasn’t into it. I told you that.”

“You did, but then you started singing a different tune and drove me to the point of slitting my wrists.”

“It wasn’t me,” he begs. “I promise you. You have to believe me.”

“That’s hard to do,” I admit and he sounds panicky.

“Really, Avery, that wasn’t me. I wouldn’t do that to you. I cared for you. Come on, surely you believe that.”

I thought he had cared, but it just went to shit so quickly. “I think I know who it was, though,” he murmurs.

Confused, I ask, “Who?”

“Matty.”

“What? Why would he do that?” I ask, even though… Why wouldn’t he?

“What did you find out today, Avery? Because I’m pretty sure you know why,” he suggests and I pause, my blood going cold in my veins.

Gasping for breath, it all comes clear to me. He hated Caleb and me together. Used to talk shit all the time and he was so mean. To me, not Caleb. But still, it was insane. He acted as if he was with Caleb, and I stole him from him… Jesus, it all makes sense. “He was in love with you.”

“Yeah,” he says and my eyes fall shut.

You stole something from me that I can’t ever get back, and I’ll never forgive you for that!

“Holy crap.”

“Yeah, I never knew, I never suspected. I mean, we were friends, best friends, and then I started dating you and he just got nasty. When I broke it off with you, he confronted me, admitted that he was in love with me and knew that I loved him. But I don’t play for that team. And when I told him that, he lost his shit, promising me that if I told anyone, he could get your dad to ruin my career. I guess my heart wasn’t really into hockey because I didn’t care. Then I quit ’cause I got into drugs real bad, and I didn’t think any more of it, you know? But fuck, Avery. I’m sorry you got caught in the cross fire and shit. I never knew.”

“Wow,” I say, sucking in a deep breath. “But that doesn’t explain how he used your phone. If you guys stopped talking after we broke up, and the texts came from you for weeks afterward…”

He lets out a long breath and then pauses. “I bet you he did it on my iMessage because he had all my passwords. Really, Avery, I wouldn’t hurt you like that. I did care about you. But when all that shit went down, I just wrote your whole family off.”

I close my eyes and I hear the serenity in his voice. “But why? Why would he do that?”

“’Cause he was jealous of you, always has been. He asked if I still loved you after we broke up, and I said I’d always love you. He’s fucking crazy, Av. I promise you.”

“And he says I’m the crazy one,” I say with a humorless laugh. Shaking my head, I sigh deeply. I’m unsure if Caleb is telling the truth, but it all just makes sense. I didn’t think Caleb could be so mean. He was a good dude. I knew him my whole life, and I always thought what happened was like a light switch flicking off. While I don’t want to believe that someone who was supposed to love me could do this, the evidence is in the way Matty looked at me not an hour ago.

“Avery, I’m really sorry. And I wish you the best, I do. But I gotta go.”

“Of course, sorry. I was thinking,” I say quickly.

“It’s fine,” he says softly. “I hope you are doing well. I think of you often, and I stalk you a bit. You look like you’re doing great. I’m happy for you.”

A grin pulls at my lips. “Thank you.”

“And that Sinclair, man, he’s one lucky dude.”

I smile. “I’m pretty lucky myself.”

“Good, well, I’ll let you go.”

“Okay, good luck to you.”

“Thanks. Stay in touch, okay?”

“Yeah,” I say and then the line goes dead.

Wow.

I really don’t know what I think. I believe him. It all makes sense, but then what kind of monster does that? Why is Matty so jealous of me? Our family loves him. It makes no damn sense. He’s so unhappy with himself that he lashed out against me, and all I wanted was to be loved. Damn.

When my phone dings, I look down to see it’s Jace.

 

Jace: I just walked in on my coach having phone sex with my mom. I can’t unhear that, Avery. I can’t.

 

I sputter with laughter before I type back.

 

Me: Ew, sorry, but I can trump that, my friend.

Jace: Avery, he said he wanted to grasp her voluptuous booty. Omg. I just threw up.

 

I’m cackling at this point.

 

Me: Well, while that is disturbing, I found out my brother is gay.

Jace: ???

Jace: Matty?

Me: Yes.

Jace: I KNEW IT! Is it with Caleb? They were too sweet for each other.

Me: They were?

Jace: Ugh yes. Hey! What if that’s the reason he was so mean to you? Like did what he did cuz he was really in love with your brother but they couldn’t come out cuz everyone is so judgey and will hate on them. And your parents! AH THE HORROR! Them finding out their spoiled little brat of a son has a boyfriend! That will blow the roof of that stuck-up hockey club! The drama!

Me: You’re having way too much fun with this.

Jace: I heard my coach tell my mom he wants to smother his face in her boobs. I am trying to distract myself.

 

I close my eyes, unable to hold in the laughter. Regaining control, I type back.

 

Me: Wow. Okay, anyway, you’re not totally off. I just got off the phone with Caleb.

Jace: Ah…BUMBUMBUM! The plot thickens, ex calls out brother’s gay lover.

 

I pause.

 

Me: You never cease to amaze me.

Jace: I know, get on with it.

Me: Anyway, he claims that he never texted me after we broke up, that Matty did from his iMessage. That Matty professed his love for him and Caleb shut him down. Matty threatened to have my dad ruin his career. Caleb was bad into drugs and decided he didn’t care.

Jace: Jesus, that shit could be on Lifetime.

Me: Exactly.

Jace: Do you believe him?

Me: I think so. He sounded sincere and it went down so bad, it was really unlike him.

Jace: Yeah, well, at least you know the truth.

Me: There is that.

Jace: Are you gonna confront him?

Me: I don’t know, he just tried to kill me when I called him out.

Jace: What?

Me: It’s nothing.

Jace: I swear to God, I’m gonna kill that dude.

Me: Thanks but no, and I mean, what would it do if I confront him?

Jace: Nothing, but it will make us all feel better if I knock his teeth to the back of his throat.

 

Shaking my head, I roll my eyes.

 

Me: Hockey players are so violent.

Jace: Yeah, yeah, but whatever, you’re coming home soon.

Me: I am.

Jace: And it’s all I care about. Leave that shitshow there and come home.

Me: Will do.

 

Leaning back in the chair, I shake my head.

Wow.

I still can’t believe this.

But one thing is for sure…

Today has been insane.
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Sitting back in the chair in my doctor’s office, I cross my legs, pulling my sweater dress across my knees as I wait. It’s crazy cold in Jersey, of course, and it’s already snowing. I love snow, but I’m not staying here. Not a snowball’s chance in hell. If the last three hours have taught me anything, it’s that I can’t trust my family. Not even the person who is supposed to be closest to me. My twin. No, not even him.

It’s so sad.

Scrolling through my Facebook as I wait, I try not to let everything bother me. I felt so strong in front of Matty, but now I don’t. I feel anxious. I feel like he could come after me. I shouldn’t feel that way. It’s unbelievable, so malicious, and I don’t think I’ll ever look at him the same again. Not that I ever held him in high regard anyway.

The whole ride here, I went back and forth. Wondering if I should out him, tell my parents what he has done, who he is. But then, what would it accomplish? Would they love me more? Would they treat me better? Would they actually care about my feelings?

As much as I hate him, and as horrible as the things are that he’s done to me, I know I’d never deliberately out him. I’m angry, but I’m not heartless. Revenge is a nasty thing. You can lose yourself. I’ve been witness to it, and I really don’t want to succumb to it. I don’t want to lose myself. I know who I am, I love me—and Matty… He’s nothing to me anymore.

He’s the one who has to deal with his own unhappiness.

Glancing at the time, I worry that I’ll miss my flight. Dr. Perry is taking longer than usual getting my prescription. Maybe she’s upping me to the max because of how I unloaded on her. I’ve been talking for the last hour, telling her everything that happened. She asked me what I wanted, and I told her I didn’t know. Because I didn’t. But now, I know I don’t want anything to do with it. I’m letting it go. Letting them go, letting my brothers go, and Matty, for sure. His pain won’t bring me pleasure. I’m not a sick freak like he is.

I’m a good person.

One who is better when Jace is around.

Hitting my profile, I smile at our picture. Both of us acting goofy with me on his back, kissing his cheek. Ugh, I miss him and I can’t wait to get home and apologize. We haven’t discussed what happened at all. We’ve just enjoyed texting each other, and it almost feels like it did when we first met. But I know we both see the elephant in the room. We have to discuss it. We have to clear the air to move forward. Which is the only way we’re going.

When my phone goes off and I see my mom has texted me, I click her message.

 

Mom: How about you stay for a couple more days?

 

What the hell?

 

Me: No, I can’t. I have classes, gigs, and my internship.

Mom: Oh. Well, I was hoping you’d stay since it would just be us, no one else since everyone is leaving. I didn’t get to spend much time with you.

Me: Whose fault is that?

Mom: Avery. Come on, you wouldn’t come out of your room.

Me: Because you didn’t want me to. You didn’t care one bit about me and that hurts. So yeah, no, I’m not staying.

 

When the door opens, I look up as Dr. Perry comes in, shutting the door behind her. I look down to turn off my phone after reading what my mom said back, but she hasn’t said anything. Okay, then. Looking up, I swallow hard and look at Dr. Perry as she comes toward me. She looks worried, which confuses me. Her small frame is tense, her shoulders back as she moves closer, looking at my chart and chewing on the end of her pen.

What the hell is going on?

She looks at me with trouble-filled brown eyes. “Sorry it took so long. We, um, had some issues with your prescription.”

My lip curls up in confusion. “Huh? Why?” She looks at me, really looks at me. I’ve been coming to her for a very long time, so I know something is wrong. With my chest tightening and my heart slamming hard into my ribs, I eye her. “What’s wrong?”

“Avery,” she says, placing her hand on my knee. “Sweetheart, you shared so much today, more than ever. I mean, you are growing right before my eyes. But you left out something huge. Something I needed to know before I try to write a scrip. I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. Aren’t you worried your medications could hurt the baby?”

I can only blink. “What? What did you say?”

Her head tilts to the side, confusion swimming in her eyes. “You’re pregnant, and I needed to know that before I wrote this scrip. I had to find a different prescription for your lingering traces of depression because the other med could be harmful to the baby.”

“What baby?”

“Your baby.”

My head is jerking from side to side as I throw my hands up in a defensive manner. “Whoa, back it up. I’m not pregnant.”

“Yes, you are,” she says, flipping her file over to show me. At the top it has my name and then below that in big, bold letters:

PREGNANT

“Wait, what?” My throat is closing as I pull in deep breaths through my nose.

This is a mistake.

“You didn’t know?”

I shake my head, and I swear my brain scrambles in my head. Maybe it’s resetting because surely this is fucking wrong. I can’t be pregnant. This can’t be true. “No!”

She holds the file to her lap, her gaze full of confusion but also concern. “Well, Avery, are you sexual active?”

“Yes. But we use condoms.”

“Those aren’t 100% effective, you know,” she points out and I shake my head, unable to breathe.

“What the hell,” I yell, my whole body going numb. Bracing my hands on the side of the table, I draw in deep breaths, my head still shaking no as I try to figure out how this could have happened. Every time, we used condoms. We were safe. What the fuck? “No. How do you know? This has to be wrong.”

“You know we always do a urine test at the start of your sessions to check your levels.”

“It’s wrong,” I say defiantly, my heart pounding against my ribs as I start to feel dizzy. “I can’t be pregnant.”

“Have you skipped your period?”

I pause, squeezing the table until my knuckles turn white as I suck in breath after breath, racking my brain for that information. Closing my eyes, I feel the tears escaping from them and down the side of my face when I realize the truth.

I did…

“Yes.”

Looking up at her, I hope this is all a joke. A funny scare tactic to make me never want to have sex again. But as I meet her gaze, I know it isn’t. This is happening, and holy shit, I’m pregnant.

With a baby.

Jace’s baby.

Oh, crap.

I gasp for breath, pretty damn sure I’m having a panic attack. While the doctor talks about the new meds, I’m still trying to process this. How did this happen? I mean, I know that it can, but we were safe. Well, I’m not on my own birth control, but I was going to get it after my next period that I just realized never came. Oh my God, does this mean I got pregnant the first time we did it? Shit, he is amazing at everything he does. His boys broke through a damn condom.

This isn’t funny.

Oh my God.

What am I going to do?

“Do you understand?”

Looking at her with wide, tear-filled eyes, I shake my head. “No, I don’t fucking understand. I’m not fully understanding that I’m pregnant yet.”

When her eyes widen, I can only shake my head as the tears fall.

Damn it, what is Jace going to say?

What is he going to do?

I don’t doubt that he will stay by my side.

But we don’t need this.

Oh, God.

What are we going to do?
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I’m bouncing on the tips of my toes as I wait for Avery to appear from the exit of the Southwest terminal. I may be early, and I may have to drive around since I’m on a timer, but I don’t care. I just want to see her. Hold her.

Kiss her.

God, I miss her.

Moving my finger up and down the thorn on the rose I got for her, I wonder where she is. She texted me saying she was here five minutes ago, so what’s taking so long? When my phone vibrates in my pocket, I pull it out, praying it’s Avery telling me she’s coming out now. But it’s Jude.

 

Jude: So I’m guessing since I haven’t gotten any calls of you crying, you and Avery are good?

Me: We will be. She just landed.

Jude: Good.

Jude: I hope it works out.

Me: It will.

Jude: Always so damn cocky.

Me: I know what’s up is all.

Jude: Haha. Whatever. Let me know if you need anything.

Me: Will do.

 

I grin at that as I tuck my phone back into my pocket, lifting my gaze to watch the door. I’m glad that Jude and Jayden still like Avery after our little spat of out-of-control emotions. It was intense, but it was a long time coming. Love isn’t perfect, no matter how great it feels, and we aren’t going to agree on everything. Like Jayden said to me, it doesn’t matter how bad the fight is, it matters how you make up. Two days of pure hell is enough for me. I want my girl and I’m ready to make up.

And we are going to make up hard.

When I see her, my heart stops in my chest as my face splits into a huge grin. I bounce faster as my grin continues to grow. My body breaks out in gooseflesh as her lips curve, her eyes intensely on me. And I decide I’ve never missed someone so much in my life. She looks beautiful like always, wrapped up in a thick jacket, a pair of jeans, and brown boots up to her knees. Her hair is back in a ponytail and she may look carefree, but she is walking in a short skirt and red heels in my eyes.

She’s fucking hot.

Unable to stay in place, I start for her, meeting her right in the middle of the road and gathering her in my arms. Squeezing me, she brings her arms around my neck, and our mouths meet at the perfect moment. As her fingers thread into my hair, my hands squeeze her, the thorn of the rose stabbing me, but I don’t care. All I care about is her mouth. I swear, this girl is never, ever breaking up with me again.

When she pulls back, I smile and she presses her forehead to mine. Sharing the same breath with her, I just feel so damn complete. But when I open my eyes, I see she is crying.

I’m gutted. “Don’t cry, baby.”

“I missed you,” she sobs, squeezing me tightly. “So damn much.”

“Me too,” I say hoarsely, my heart in my throat. Looking deep into her eyes, I can’t believe it’s only been three days since I saw her last. It feels like three years. As the tears fall down her sweet cheeks, I cup her face, wiping them away. Closing my eyes, I press my mouth to hers and drink from her sweet lips, her sob vibrating against me.

When a car beeps, we part and her eyes widen as my lips curve. I place her on her feet and wave at the disgruntled driver. I go to walk away, but I don’t like the new set of tears. That driver will just have to wait. Moving my hands along her cheeks, I wipe away her tears. “No more crying.”

She nods slowly as I hand her the rose. “For my Avery Rose.”

Her lips wobble as she takes it and smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you.”

I kiss her temple and she laces her fingers with mine, her other hand coming up to rest on my bicep and I smile. Laying her chin against my arm as we go to the passenger side of the car, she whispers, “Thanks for coming to get me.”

“Of course.” I kiss her once more before opening her door. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay,” she says as I throw her bag in the trunk and she gets in. I look over at her, and she is still crying. I don’t understand it. Before I can even question her, though, I see the faint darkness around her nose and a certain kind of rage consumes me.

“Your brother is on my hit list.”

She looks at me, pressing on her nose with her two fingers. “It doesn’t even hurt anymore. It just looks bad.”

“Still, he’s dead if I ever see him. You better hope it’s not at our wedding.”

I want her to smile, laugh. It’s a joke, but she shakes her head, her tears coming faster down her cheeks. “Please, like he would come.”

When a sob escapes her lips, I reach out for her, cupping the back of her neck. “Baby, are you okay? Is this about him?”

She makes a face, shaking her head. “Hell no, I’m just really tired and we have a lot to talk about,” she says, the last word coming out as a sob.

“We do.” I lean over and kiss her. I want to kiss away the tears, I want her to smile, but at least she melts into our kiss as my finger traces along her jaw. If she hadn’t, I would have been worried. If anything, this time apart has made me realize how much she means to me, and I’ll do anything to make it work.

She’s it.

As my fingers thread into her ponytail, I’m lost. For two days, I thought I’d never get to press my lips to this mouth. Because of that, I have to make up for lost time. I deepen the kiss and she moans as my tongue moves into her mouth, my fingers cupping her face.

When she pulls back, she holds my face. “I love you.”

I wink. “Good, ’cause I love you.”

I go for more, but then the buzzer above me that keeps time on how long cars can wait starts sounding and I shake my head. “Man, the world doesn’t want us to make up!”

She smiles tentatively but it still doesn’t reach her eyes, and that really bothers me. I wish she hadn’t gone because if her family did anything to change her while she was gone, I swear, I’ll blow their house up.

Whoa, that was a little psycho.

Clearing my throat, I put the car in reverse and ask, “You sure you’re okay? Matty didn’t try anything else, did he?”

She shakes her head, wiping her face as I drive off. “No. Just a lot going on up here,” she says, tapping her head.

“Like?”

I feel her look over at me as I turn on to the interstate. “I mean, do you want to do this now?”

I shrug. “We can, or you can wait,” I say as I turn, going toward Nashville. “I packed up a dinner and figured we could go up to my special love nest.” I give her an exaggerated wink, but she doesn’t even crack a grin. Dread settles deep in my gut because I know something is seriously wrong. “Avery, baby, you’re scaring me. You’re not gonna break up with me again, are you?”

She shakes her head. “God, no. I’m just freaking out. I’m sorry.”

“Why? It’s okay. We are gonna be okay. No matter what, I love you and we will work through this,” I stress as I turn on to the road that will take me to campus.

“I hope so,” I hear her mutter and my heart speeds up.

“What does that mean?”

“Let’s just wait,” she says, wiping her tears as she pulls her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them.

“Okay.”

Reaching over, I tuck my hand between her legs and she leans on my arm, her tears wetting my sleeve as I drive. I don’t know what to say, and I don’t know what is happening. Of course, I think the worst. She is going to break up with me and soon. My heart is in my throat as I drive silently to the arena. This wasn’t supposed to be like this. We were supposed to chat, be happy to see each other. But obviously, I was wrong on that.

Which scares the living shit out of me.

When I get to the arena, I park on the side and get out, grabbing the basket from the back. I notice she is at the back of the car, bundled up in her jacket. I go to her, wrapping my arm around her waist and kissing her temple. “I love you.”

She looks up at me, her eyes drowning in tears, and she nods. “I love you more.”

Sucking in a deep breath, I know she’s not lying. She does love me, I see it in her eyes, but I also see fear and that stops me. What the hell is she scared of? Before I can try to ask, though, we start for the arena, going inside and up the many stairs to my special spot. I stopped by before getting her and set everything up to make it even more special. I’m all about ambiance when we are making up. I had hoped she would be impressed, but when I look at her face, she is still crying. “Avery?”

She looks up. “Yeah?”

“Baby, what’s wrong?”

She shakes her head, falling to her knees, patting the spot beside me. “A little overwhelmed. This is so beautiful,” she whispers as she takes in the candles I need to light and the bouquet of roses waiting for her. “You are so sweet,” she cries and shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Jace.”

Okay. We are doing this now.

Going to my knees beside her, I set the basket beside us and gather her in my arms, holding her tightly. “Baby, I was wrong too. I shouldn’t have said that I didn’t know if I wanted to break up. I was just so overwhelmed with it all and scared. I didn’t mean to make you feel like I was putting my career above—”

“No, I understand because hockey is your life. I’m sorry that I acted the way I did. It’s a horribly sore spot for me and I overreacted.”

“But I shouldn’t have made you feel like that. I want both—my career and you. I mean, I hope you’re okay with being at the top with my career because I’ve worked so hard for it. But I want this, I want you. Always.”

She leans into me, her fingers playing at the base of my neck. “I want you too, I do. And you’re right. I would never make you pick,” she says, her lip trembling. “I promise. I’m just so damn sorry.”

“It’s fine. It’s in the past. We are fine.”

“It’s just you don’t understand the feeling of complete emptiness I experience sometimes. I’m so used to being alone, on my own, and then you come along, take my heart, and that’s it. No other way out. It’s so hard because my emotions, my anxiety is a whole other kind of beast I’m trying to conquer. And now that I have you, I don’t want anything else. It scared me that you could possibly throw me away like my family has.”

“Fucking never,” I almost shout. “Baby, never. It’s me and you.”

“Thank you,” she whispers, moving her nose along my jaw. Tracing my fingers up and down her arms, I move my finger along her forearms where her pretty tattoos are. I nod, all of it coming together.

“These cover the scars?”

She nods. “Yeah.”

Looking down at each of them, I look back up at her face. “I always thought they were a little raised in the middle, but I never put two and two together.”

“Yeah, I try to hide it. It’s just… One day I’m high, and the same day I could go low.”

“And I’ll be there, high-fiving you when you are on top and picking you up when you’re down. Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

She looks deep into my eyes, and I know she is begging for what I say to be true, and it is. I know it is. “If I ever make you feel like you have to choose between your love for hockey and for me, please tell me to check myself. I don’t want to hurt you,” she says, her tears falling faster down her face.

“Then don’t. Just love me. That’s all I want.”

“Me too,” she says, sucking in a breath as my nose rests against her cheek, my arms holding her close to me. “I don’t have anyone, Jace. No one but you. My family doesn’t care one bit about me. Nothing. This trip made me realize that. You come from the perfect, most loving family—even with your dad’s betrayal. So you wouldn’t understand how I feel, but just imagine them all hating you. Not giving two shits about you. Then multiply that by a hundred.”

“Avery—”

“No, wait,” she gasps, shaking her head. “I felt so alone when I was there, I felt so hated. But the moment I saw you, I felt whole again.” Turning to look into my eyes, she holds my face and I’m lost in her eyes. They are full of so much hope, so much love, and my heart jackhammers at the sight of them. “I need you in my life. I trust you, I love you, and I know you’ll never hurt me.”

Covering her hands with mine, I feel my throat tighten with emotion as I smile. “I love you, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“You promise?”

I nod. “Of course.”

“Okay, ’cause I need to tell you something.”

My brows come together. “Okay?”

“I know this is not what you want, and I already have a plan, I do. But I knew if I didn’t tell you and went with the plan, if you ever found out, it would kill you. So I have to tell you, okay?”

I’m so confused. “Okay?”

Her lip trembles as she watches me, and then her lips are moving. “I’m pregnant.”

It’s like the air is knocked out of me by a thousand-pound defenseman. Searching her flooded eyes, I have a hard time believing the words coming out of her mouth. “Excuse me?”

She nods. “I’m pregnant.”

“But we used condoms.”

“I know. I don’t know how. I guess the condom broke or something.”

“Birth control?” I ask, because I know I’m amazing, but my boys getting out of a condom and through birth control? I’m badass but not that badass.

“I was gonna go on birth control this month. But my period never came and I really wasn’t thinking about it.”

I gasp for breath, my heart pounding in my chest, and fuck. That was the last thing I thought she would say. “So you’re sure?”

She nods. “I found out at the doctor’s appointment this afternoon. They do a bunch of tests before they give scrips, and my pregnancy test was positive. Even the second one I made them do.” She’s talking so fast, I’m surprised I catch everything she says.

“Okay.”

“I’m so sorry.”

My mind is muddled, but I shake my head. “Don’t apologize. We both lay down together. We knew what could happen.”

“But we took precautions.”

I shrug, swallowing hard, hoping my heart will get out of my throat. “And they didn’t work. It happens. I was a birth-control baby, that’s why my mom says I’m amazing, ’cause I was coming into this world one way or another.”

But my mom was also in her thirties.

I’m only nineteen.

With a bright future ahead of me.

She nods, her tears rolling down her face as she holds my gaze. She’s freaking out, I can see that, and I can’t have that. We are okay. It might seem like a lot, but we are okay. Holding her close, I kiss her nose and then her mouth quickly. Looking deep into her eyes, I try to smile but I think I look like I’m having a seizure. “We will figure this out.”

But she shakes her head. “No, Jace. I know this isn’t planned, and Lord knows this is the last thing we both want. I really am sorry; I should have gotten on birth control a long time ago.”

“Avery, don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s not like I was making sure the condom worked. I was too busy getting in your pants. It’s fine. We will figure this out.”

“I just don’t want to jeopardize your career, Jace,” she cries and I shake my head.

“You’re not—”

“Which is why I made an appointment to get an abortion tomorrow.”

Everything stops.

What?

Swallowing hard, I hold her gaze, unsure what to say to that. I didn’t expect her to say that. I didn’t even think it was on the table. My mouth is moving, but nothing is coming out as her tears splash onto my shirt.

“You don’t think we should think on this?”

She shakes her head almost violently. “We can’t, Jace. We’ll start to think we can do this, and we can’t. It’s really the only option. I thought it over and over again on the plane. And the thing is, I can’t carry it and give it to someone else. I just can’t, but we can’t keep it. We are too young, we have so much happening, and ugh, Jace. I’m so sorry. I know you don’t want this.” My heart is in my throat. I can’t speak as her eyes search mine. She seems so sure, so determined to do this. “I mean, I can’t have a career and take care of a baby, and neither can you. What if we don’t work out? Then we are taking turns raising a child. I don’t want to be Lucy and her douche ex; I want to be us. I want to make sure we are stable. I mean, you work at a coffee shop. I’m just an intern. It would be dumb to bring a child into this world.”

Looking down, I close my eyes. I know she is making sense, but it just doesn’t feel right. “Say something,” she yelps, and I swallow my sob back as I squeeze my eyes shut tight.

Fucking hell.

Running my hand down my face, I look up at her and take her face in my hands. “I’m so sorry that I don’t know what to say right now,” I get out, the lump in my throat hurting as my eyes burn with tears. “I’m sorry we’re in this situation, but I will stand by you and support you in every way possible. This is your body and your choice. I love you, Avery. With everything in my soul.”

Her face is red, her tears not stopping as she holds my gaze. “Will you please go with me?”

That breaks me, and I look away. A tear is rolling down my cheek, but I don’t allow any more. I have to be strong for her. I look up into her gorgeous face and nod. “Yes. Of course.”

She hiccups a sob and covers her face, her cries jerking her body hard. “I’m so scared.”

Holding her tighter, I dust her temple with kisses and whisper, “Me too.”

She turns her face into my neck and just howls with her tears. Closing my eyes as her body rocks against mine, I allow myself to cry with her. We didn’t plan this, and something like this is life-altering. She’s right. We aren’t ready for this. We have a plan, a life to live, one that could be ruined by a child. We aren’t even remotely ready to have a baby. We are young, not only in age but also in our relationship. While I know we will be together forever, and she may know too, she’s already doubted us. Because of that, I have no clue what to say to make her change her mind about the procedure.

I sure as hell don’t know how to tell her I don’t want to go through with it.
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I can’t sleep.

Avery fell asleep hours ago, and all I can do is stare at the ceiling.

Trying to figure this out.

I spent most of the night holding her as she cried and then we tried to watch TV, but it was obvious neither of us could pay attention. Both of us were so lost in our thoughts. It just seems so crazy to me. All of it. I mean, yeah, we are pregnant. I’ve got that. But she seems so adamant about the abortion. Like it’s the only option, but is it? I agree giving the baby away is something I couldn’t do either. I know at first glance I would love it just as much as I love its mother. So that’s off the table. But I don’t believe in abortion.

I just don’t.

Lucy was eighteen when she got pregnant with Angie. She didn’t even consider getting rid of my niece. Instead, she got married. Yeah, it ended badly, but not because of her. Because of the douche. Of course it’s sucked and she’s struggled, but she’s happy. She loves her baby and I…I…can’t do this.

But it isn’t my body.

I’m not the one who would carry the child for nine months, who would be Mommy. I’m just Daddy. Am I being naïve here? Can we do this? I have no money—a little saved up from my dad and the ten hours a week I work at the coffee shop. But soon I’ll sign a damn good contract, and then I can take care of her and our child. She could still live her dreams; we’d figure it out, but can I get her to see that?

And then can I even guarantee it will work?

Fuck.

This is too much.

When she stirs against me, rolling onto her back, I look over at her. I can’t help it, I smile. She’s knocked the hell out, probably from crying most of the night. Her lips are parted, drool sliding down the side of her mouth. She’s so beautiful, and as I stare at her, I know she would make a great mom. Yeah, she comes from crap, but she would never treat her children like that. I’ve seen her firsthand with Angie. I know, but does she? Doesn’t she realize she could be the best mom in the world?

Abortion is not the answer for us.

But how do I tell her that?

I close my eyes, my lip trembling as my hand slides onto her flat stomach. I can’t feel anything. I mean, how could I? But one day I would be able to, because my baby is in there. When I look to where my hand rests, the tears start to fall because I’m supposed to stand back and let this happen. Sliding down the bed, I rest my head on her chest, and her hands come up to hold me instinctively. Looking at where her belly lies so flat, I choke back a sob and close my eyes. If this was the right thing to do, wouldn’t it feel like it? Wouldn’t I know? Because what I feel, what I know, is that I want to hold this baby. I don’t think I can stand back and let her do this.

This may be her body, but this is my baby too.

And I can’t let this happen.

But how do I tell her that?

Earlier, I just stared at her. Cried, frozen and speechless as she looked at me, wanting something other than what I could give her. I froze, my bad, but damn it, this isn’t right.

Right?

I’m suffocating.

I need to know I’m not insane.

That I can make this work.

I don’t even really realize what I’m doing until I get up, climbing out of the bed and sliding my feet into my shoes as I throw on a hoodie. Opening the door, hoping I don’t wake Markus or Avery, I shut it and then shoot up the stairs and out into the cold air. Sucking in a deep breath, I look up at the sky and shake my head.

And I know what I have to do.

Soon, I’m full out running to my car, ignoring the burn in my chest or the way my shoes are rubbing on the backs of my ankles.

By the time I pull into my mom’s driveway, I realize I didn’t think this through. The house is pitch black. I really don’t want to wake anyone, but I need to talk to my sister. She’ll tell it the way it is. My mom will sugarcoat it, Jude and Jayden will freak, and my dad, um, no. Lucy, though, she’ll give me the truth even if I don’t like it. I just hope the truth is what I’m thinking because I think I’ve got my mind set.

Parking behind her car, I jump out and walk around the house, dialing her number. “Jace?” she answers sleepily. “What’s wrong?”

“Hey, open your window.”

“Huh?”

I knock on her window. “Open your window.”

“What the hell—”

I hear her moving around and then see the light come on before the blinds go up and she’s looking at me, confused. Hitting the latch, she pushes the window open and looks at me incredulously. “It’s five in the morning.”

I nod. “I need to talk to you.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“It’s my only time to sleep,” she whines as I climb over the ledge, but then she eyes me. “Are you crying? I thought you said you and Avery are good?” she whispers and I nod.

“We are.” I swallow around the lump in my throat. That’s for sure. Everything else is a little spotty, but she and I, we are good. “She’s pregnant.”

Lucy pauses. Her eyes widen, her body jerks in surprise, and her mouth drops open as she holds my gaze. She slowly covers her mouth, her eyes falling shut as she shakes her head. “Oh, Jace, I thought you knew better. Wrap it up, dude.”

“We did. Every time,” I say slowly, my heart still not beating right. “When you’re this amazing, your boys break condoms.”

She balks and I try for a smile, but then I just shake my head. I’m lame. “Thank you for that image, Jace.”

“Anytime.” Silence falls between us as she walks to her bed, sitting down before patting the spot beside her.

“So because you are here at five a.m., I’m sure you are freaking out?”

“I am,” I whisper, and when my mouth starts to tremble, I look over at her. “She wants to get an abortion.”

Her eyes widen again as she sucks in a breath. “What?”

“Yeah.” I hold my face in my hands as my elbows dig into my knees. “Lucy, I don’t want that.” She scoots over, her hand moving up and down my back as the other lays flat against my hands. “But I don’t know how to tell her that. She’s so determined, and I think she thinks it’s the only option. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to tell her not to, that we can do this. She was crying, explaining why. She was so sure, but I don’t want to. I want to keep it.”

“Oh, Jace,” she whispers, holding me close. “Are you sure? There is another option. I know plenty of people who would love to adopt a baby.”

“No. I want my baby,” I say sternly.

She nods. “Okay, so why didn’t you tell her that?”

“I couldn’t speak, and she’d already made the appointment for today before she even told me.”

“Jesus Christ, are you serious?”

“Yeah, I’m telling you, it was insane. I was so overwhelmed.”

“So ask her to cancel it.”

“But it’s not my body,” I stress, and she gives me a dirty look.

“Who the fuck cares? It’s your baby too.”

I try to look up at her, but my tears make her blurry. “That doesn’t matter. It’s her body. Who am I to ask her not to?”

“The father, who wants his child. I really don’t think she wants this. She loves kids. Are you sure? Did she say, ‘I want an abortion’?”

I shrug, a sob bubbling at the base of my throat. “I guess so. I don’t know.”

“Did you ask?”

“No.”

She looks at me incredulously. “Then, Jace, how do you know?”

“I could see it in her eyes. She was convinced this was the only option.”

“And that was the time for you to tell her otherwise. What happened to being honest?”

“I froze,” I admit as her hands come up to wipe my face.

“Jace, you don’t freeze.”

My mouth quirks as I laugh with no humor at all. “On the ice, no. But this, this froze me. I was so overloaded with emotion, and she was so sure. I didn’t know how to tell her I didn’t agree.”

“You have to.”

I pause, biting my lip before glancing over at her. “But what if she still wants to go along with it?”

She looks deep into my eyes and shrugs. “Then I really don’t think y’all will come back from this.”

And that’s what I need. I want honesty and my sister doesn’t play.

“You won’t look at her the same if she does this. You’ll love her, but you’ll forever regret it, and one day you’ll blame her. Be honest, Jace. Reassure her that you guys have got this because I really don’t think she wants to do this. I think she wanted you to step up, tell her you wanted the baby, that you would do this with her, and you didn’t do that. She’s probably scared out of her mind.”

“She is.”

“Then talk to her.”

When my phone sounds, I pull it out of my pocket to see it’s her.

“Speak of the devil,” she mutters, shaking her head.

 

Avery: Where did you go?

Me: Had to run out to my mom’s house to drop some money off to her.

Avery: At six in the morning?

Me: Yeah, I forgot to tell you last night and I didn’t want to wake you.

 

“That’s a dumb lie. I don’t know why you’re lying at all. She knows you’re close to us and will tell us,” Lucy says with a yawn.

“Yeah, but I want to talk to her in person.”

“Oh, true.”

“And you can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t, psycho,” she bites out as my phone goes off again.

 

Avery: Oh. Well. My appointment is in an hour. Are you gonna be back in time?

 

“Fuck.”

Lucy shakes her head. “Man, this is a mess.”

“You can say that again,” I say as I text Avery back real quick and I stand up.

 

Me: I’m so sorry, I’m leaving now. I’ll meet you there. Text me the address.

Avery: Okay.

 

“Thanks, Lucy. I gotta go.”

She stands with me, kissing my cheek. “Let me know what happens.”

“I will.”

As I go out the window, she grabs my arm. “It will work out, Jace. You two got this.”

I lean toward her, kissing her on the cheek. “Thanks.”

I pray she’s right.

And that Avery thinks the same.

She will.

Now is not the time to stop being cocky.

When I pause, Lucy looks at me as I say, “I forgot something.”

“What?” she asks as I rush through her door and out into the house, but I don’t answer her.

I can’t.

Not yet.

Not until I talk to Avery.
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This place is scary.

Looking around the front office, it looks as empty as I feel. I’m the only person in here except for the receptionist, who is making copies of my ID. I want to leave. I wanted the ditch this idea the moment I called and made the appointment when I stepped off the plane.

But this is the only option.

Man, where is Jace? I really need him. I can’t believe he left. When I felt him get up, I didn’t stop him because I thought he was using the bathroom. When he didn’t come back, I assumed he needed some air. Who could blame him? Last night was a clusterfuck of insane, and I’m sure he’s freaked out.

Just as I am.

While I know this is the smartest thing to do, the only logical thing to do, I was really hoping he’d ask me not to. I thought maybe he would want it and then I wouldn’t be so scared. Because this doesn’t feel right. It feels so wrong. Maybe I should just keep it and give it up for adoption. So many people can’t have babies, and I’m doing this? That’s not fair to my baby…shit… Why did I say that? Because now I want to keep it. Truthfully, I wanted to keep it from the beginning, but the fear of doing it on my own has led me to this.

Fucking fear, it ruins lives. It really does.

But I can’t do this on my own. I’m not strong enough. I mean, I might be by the time it comes. I’ve gotten so much better, but I owe that to Jace. He’s helped me grow, to find my confidence, to love myself. And I hoped he would tell me we could do this. I really needed him to tell me I wouldn’t be doing this on my own, that he would be right beside me. He did say he’d stand beside me, but he was frozen in fear. He doesn’t want this. He couldn’t. He’s on the fast track to the top. Where does a baby fit into that? How can a baby fit into it? Especially when I want to do big things, too? God, why wasn’t I smarter? I was so worried about falling for Jace, I didn’t realize what could happen in the process.

A baby.

Our baby.

Fuck, I can’t do this.

Panic shakes my body, my leg is bouncing so hard, and I’m tearing my nails apart. I don’t want this. As my chest goes tight, I know I’m two seconds from having a panic attack.

I have to get the hell out of here.

Standing up, I go to the window, my heart throbbing against my ribs. “Can I have my ID, please?”

The receptionist’s brow rises as she hands it to me. “I was about to call you up. Are you paying cash or credit?”

But I shake my head, my eyes flooding with tears. “Neither.”

Walking away, ignoring her as she calls my name, I push open the door and walk out into the frigid temperatures.

“Oh, thank God,” I breathe, sucking in the cold air and letting it out fast.

I can’t do this.

I won’t do this.

My baby deserves a chance.

I just hope Jace agrees.

As much as I want to keep it, I know that wouldn’t be smart. So maybe adoption is the best choice. I don’t know how he feels, but I can’t do this. I just can’t.

When I hear a car door slam, I look to the left to see Jace running toward me.

“I’m so fucking sorry I’m late,” he says, looking at the building and then me. “You didn’t do it, did you?” he pants, panic in his eyes, and I shake my head.

“No,” I cry and he falls forward, bracing his hands to his thighs, letting out a long breath. Almost in relief.

“Oh, God,” he mutters, causing my brows to come together.

Is that a good “Oh, God” or a bad?

“I’m sorry, Jace, but I can’t. I know I said this is the only option, but it isn’t. We can give it up for adoption. It can have a good life with someone else—”

“Oh my God,” he yells, standing erect and looking at me with tears filling his eyes. His eyes are bloodshot, his face is red, and God, he looks so tired. “Shut up and let me breathe for a second,” he yells and I pause, surprised, as he pants with tears escaping out of his eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“No,” he yells, his eyes wild as he takes me by my arms. “I thought you got rid of our baby. I thought I was too late,” he cries, sucking in a deep breath, and I can only stare up at him. He is a hot mess. A pair of shorts hangs low on his hips, paired with a hoodie that is obviously too small for his big frame. Running his hands up his face, he knocks his beanie off his head, catching it behind him as he looks up to the sky, pulling in another deep breath. Looking back down at me, he shakes his head. “I don’t want you to do this. I want you to have the baby, with me.”

“What?” I ask, my eyes refilling with tears as my heart goes crazy in my chest. “But last night—”

“Baby, I was freaking the fuck out, and I’m sorry. This shouldn’t have gone this far, but you can’t do this. You can’t give our baby to anyone else either. Yeah, we aren’t ready. Yeah, we are going at the speed of light and our lives don’t need a baby in them right now, but this,” he says, taking a step toward me and pressing his hands to my stomach, “is our child. My blood, your beautiful blood, together. A baby, Avery. Our baby.” Hiccupping a sob, I hold my hands over his as his eyes burn into mine. “Avery, I know we’re young, I know you think this could end, but it won’t. Call me cocky, but I know it won’t.”

“How, Jace—”

“Shh,” he demands, his eyes burning into mine. “I now know why I never loved before you, and that’s because I was waiting for you. You are the one and only woman I will ever love. My last first kiss. I know that because of what I feel when I look into your eyes. I’ve known since the moment I met you. I believe God has a plan for us, and while we thought we already had a plan, this is our plan now. Okay? I mean, do you get everything I’m saying? I know I’m talking a thousand miles a minute, and yeah, I can’t breathe, but Avery, I just fucking know. You’re it. You and our baby.”

A sob breaks free from my lips as I nod slowly and reach up, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Is this real?”

He grins, his hands wrapping around my waist. “Yeah.”

“But I thought you wouldn’t want this. It’s such a shocker.”

He nods. “A surprise, you mean. And no, I didn’t want this. It’s the last thing I would ever think of wanting right now. But now, after knowing, it’s all I want.”

I search his eyes for any inkling that he doesn’t, but all I see is love. Pure, unadulterated love. Still I have to ask, “Are you sure?”

“Are you?” he asks and my lip trembles, but I know the answer.

“I never wanted to end this.”

“Then why did you bring us here?”

“Because I was so scared.”

“What have I told you? Be honest with me and we got this.”

“I know. I just freaked.”

“You freaked?” His eyes widen. “I think I peed a little when I saw you come out of there,” he admits and I smile. “Because, yeah, it scares the living shit out of me, us doing this. But what scares me more is us not doing this.”

“Me too,” I breathe, my body breaking out in gooseflesh.

“Good,” he says, his eyes filling with tears as he grabs my hands and unwraps them from behind his neck. Confused, I watch as he falls to one knee, and I gasp. “And just in case you ever question if we will last, I want you to look at this ring,” he says, a grin on his face as he slides a beautifully simple oval diamond onto my ring finger. “And know that the last woman who wore this was my grandma. She wore it for fifty-three years of a loving marriage with my grandpa and then for another ten after he died because she was so in love with him. She wore it until the day she died, not to be morbid… Maybe I should have left that last part off, but I’m still freaking out here,” he adds with a grin, but I can’t even think. “Good freak-out, though, happy freak-out.”

Holy shit.

“Oh, Jace,” I say, covering my mouth as everything goes still. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

Panicked, I ask, “You’re not doing this ’cause I’m pregnant, are you? You don’t have to.”

He scoffs, flashing me a dark look. “No, Skeptical Sally, I’m damn sure I want to marry you. Baby or not, I love you. I’ll marry you right now if you want. Because I’m not going anywhere. It’s me and you and this kid,” he says, poking me in the gut.

“Really?” I cry and he smiles.

“Really. I’m not like your parents—or those fucktards you call brothers. I love you, and I’ll stand beside you for the rest of my existence. So you say the word and you get this amazing fella right here,” he says, hooking his thumb toward himself, a stray tear rolling down his face and falling off his jaw.

It all seems too good to be true.

So perfect.

But it’s real.

I know it is.

So I nod and whisper, “Word.”

He eyes me and I watch as he realizes what I’m saying. As he laughs, he goes to his feet, lifting me off the ground and kissing me hard on the lips. Our mouths move together, and I know this is crazy. I know that we are young and it’s so sudden, but I love this man.

And I will for the rest of my life. 
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When we push through the county clerk’s office, I look over at Avery and meet her excited gaze.

“We did it.”

Her eyes are still filled with tears, but I know they are happy tears.

She may have thought she was getting an abortion today, but not on my watch.

Nope, we got married.

When Pastor Dwayne holds his hand out, I take it and shake it hard. “Thank you so much for fitting us in.”

He smiles, but I know he’s still a little wary of our union. I’ve known him a very long time, grew up going to his church. He may think that we are too young, but I’m convinced it really was a gift from God that he was marrying someone else when we walked in. It was a sign. I had only planned to get the marriage license and then get married at our church. But he was there, we were there, and it just seemed right. He did hesitate, asked if we were sure, and it took everything out of me not to scream, “Yes!”

I want this.

I want Avery.

I want her to never stop smiling.

And boy, is she beaming.

“I’m very happy for you both. Hope to see you at church this Sunday,” he says with a wink and I nod.

“For sure, thank you.”

“Thank you,” Avery says as she trembles beside me.

Giving us a hearty smile, he waves. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” we both say as he turns to walk away. When I wrap my arm across Avery’s shoulders, she looks up at me and I grin down into her beautiful face.

“We really did it.”

“Yup.”

Her lips turn up and my heart just, wow, it soars. “This is crazy.”

I nod. “It is. But it feels right, right?”

“Yeah,” she says breathlessly, turning into my chest, her hands coming to rest against my heart. “It feels so right.”

Her smile drops, though, and she looks a little green. “Are you about to get sick again?”

She swallows hard. “No, I swallowed it again.”

I chuckle. “That’s so gross.”

She giggles as she holds me tight. “Eh, you’re stuck with it.”

Wrapping my arms around her, I kiss the top of her head. “Yup, and I couldn’t be happier.”

Kissing the base of my throat, she squeezes me as the sun shines down on us. It’s chilly, but in her arms, it’s perfect. This is perfect.

Holy shit, I’m married.

And we have a baby coming.

And my mom is going to kill me.

Chuckling, I hold her tighter and she looks up at me. “What?”

“My mom is gonna freak her shit.”

She smiles. “Hey, at least she’ll care. My family won’t.”

I hate the sad look she gets when she mentions them. I wish they’d just disappear or at least treat her right. I lean my head to hers. “We don’t need them.”

“We don’t,” she agrees, nodding her head. “But are you sure this was okay? Didn’t you want your family here?”

I shrug. “I would have liked it, but it was just right, you know? You’re not upset you didn’t get to rock a dress are you?”

She smiles. “Not really. I just want to be yours.”

“Boom, done.” I grin as I throw my hands up for dramatic purposes and she laughs. “And I promise, when I sign my badass contract, I’ll take you on a honeymoon.”

“With a brand-new baby?”

“Yup,” I say with a grin. “Or my mom can babysit. She wants a new grandbaby, remember?”

She laughs. “This is all so crazy.”

She looks worried, so I hold her tighter. “Hey, crazy is awesome. Keeps us on our toes. Don’t worry.”

Her eyes start to fill with tears and I lift her off the ground, pressing my nose to hers. “Avery.”

Her eyes look wild as she shakes her head, her heart beating hard against mine. “No, really, it’s just we didn’t think about this, and your family could freak. Hate me. What if I lose the baby? What if you don’t get into the NHL? And we’re broke? Oh Jesus, what did we do?”

This girl, man.

Jesus.

Putting her on her feet, I take her face in my hands, leaning my head to hers and pressing my nose into hers. “Avery, do you love me?”

Her lips tremble as she gasps for breath, her face pale with sweat beading along her collarbone. “Yes.”

“Then we’re good.”

“Jace,” she says solemnly. “We can’t live on love. We can’t feed a baby on love.”

I smile. “Yes, we can. ’Cause that love will fuel me to do everything I can to support you and our child. That is my main concern: you and this baby. You have nothing to worry about, Avery Rose Sinclair. I got you.” Her tears roll down, falling over my hands, and I smile. “Your heart is jackhammering. Calm down.”

She slowly nods, her bottom lip trembling as she searches my eyes. “You cocky bastard,” she breathes with a grin and I smile.

“Damn right,” I say with a wink. “We are gonna be okay. Great, even. Trust and believe that, okay?”

“Okay,” she whispers.

“Depend on me. I got you.”

I feel her heart slow, her eyes drying as she nods. Reaching up, she holds my face, running her thumbs along my cheeks as she searches my eyes. “I love you so much, Jace. So damn much.”

I grin. “Awesome, ’cause I love you more than that and then some.”

Her lips curve as she shakes her head. “Nope. Not even close,” she says with a wink and then my mouth crashes into hers to show her she’s wrong. That I will forever love her more than she can even comprehend. Holding her tightly, I swear our kiss feels a billion times more intense than ever before. As our mouths move together in such a perfect way, it feels all-consuming, right. The thought that this is how our kisses will be for the rest of my life is just… It’s just fucking amazing.

This girl is my life.

I pull away and see she has her eyes closed as she leans her forehead to my lips and sucks in a deep breath. When she starts to laugh, I squeeze her, moving her face up with my chin as she laughs harder. Meeting my gaze, she shakes her head. “What?” I ask and she giggles harder.

“A month ago, you thought you were a player.”

I glare. “I was.”

She scoffs. “Please, you fell harder than a bag of pucks for me, and now look at us. Married less than two months later.”

“With a baby. Don’t forget that,” I say with a wink and she shakes her head, her eyes wide and her lips curving.

“Did you think this would happen?”

I smile, holding her face in my hands. “Now, no. But one day, yeah.”

“Really?”

“Hey, I know what I want and you are it.”

Holding my gaze, she covers my hands with hers and sighs. “It must be great to be you.”

Leaning down, I press my nose to hers. “It is now.”
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I’m not nervous.

But I might be a little scared as we pull into my mom’s driveway. I mean, I’ve got this. I know I love Avery, I know I want this, but my mom might freak out and I don’t know how I feel about that. I hold what my family thinks so highly in my heart, so if she doesn’t approve, I’ll be crushed.

But she will.

Yeah. She will approve.

Parking my car behind hers, I turn it off and let out a long breath.

“Jace, I’m scared shitless your mom will shoot me.”

I look over at Avery. Her face is panicky and I laugh. “Please, the only way she’ll kill you is smothering you with kisses.”

I hope.

Giving me a deadpan look, she shakes her head. “Why are she and Lucy home?”

“They somehow worked their schedules to take the same day off. They’re weird,” I laugh, pushing open my door and getting out as she does the same.

“So what you’re saying is you’re taking me into a house with two women who love you very much and you’re gonna tell them we just got married and we’re pregnant? Yeah, this is no big deal.”

I laugh, wrapping my arms around her. “Lucy knows, and come on, we have nothing to worry about.”

“You’re insane. I’m shaking in my boots over here.”

Grinning, I squeeze her into my side. “We are good.”

I think.

Walking up toward the door, I try to settle my beating heart as we hit the porch, but then the door opens and my mom is filling it, eyeing us.

“Hey, guys. I didn’t know you were coming by,” she says, her gaze dropping to me. I smile extra big, the kind of smile I shot her when I was the one who broke the window but didn’t want to get into trouble, even though Jude and Jayden threw me under the bus. But it always works. “Oh Jesus, what did you do?”

Or it did.

“Huh?” I go in for a hug, but she presses her hand to my chest.

“Oh no, don’t play dumb. What did you do?”

“What? Why did I have to do something?” I ask, buying time, but she glares.

“Jace Ryan Sinclair, you tell me right now what you did,” she demands, her gaze cutting to Avery before turning back to me. “You don’t smile at me like that unless you think I’m gonna get mad. Now out with it.”

I see Lucy standing in the living room, watching with her hands on her hips. This is going to be fun. Not. Clearing my throat, I bring Avery into my side. “Why don’t we go inside?”

“Why don’t you tell me what is going on?”

“Mom, let them in. Geez, you’re acting like a crazy,” Lucy calls, coming to my rescue and pulling me into the house. Her eyes search mine, and I smile. In return, she smiles back.

“Why am I letting you live here?” I hear my mom ask as she shuts the door.

“’Cause I clean and don’t tell your sons that you’re shacking up with their coach… Oops, sorry, am I homeless now?” Lucy teases as she wraps an arm around Avery.

Meanwhile, I’m gagging.

“Lucy, really?”

“Hey, you woke me up early,” she says as my mom glares at her.

“You hush, and you too, Jace. I’m a woman with—”

I hold my hand up, stopping her. “If you say ‘woman with needs’ one more damn time, I swear I will never come back.”

She fights a grin as she crosses her arms over her chest. “Well, if you don’t tell me what’s going on that brought y’all over at midday when you both are supposed to be in school, you might not be welcomed back anyway.”

Avery’s eyes widen and I roll my eyes as Lucy says, “This is my mom trying to be scary. Funny, huh?” Avery doesn’t say anything as my mom glares. “Doesn’t she remind you of an angry bulldog?”

“Lucy! Really? Are you calling me fat?”

That makes Avery grin and I roll my eyes. “Okay, that’s enough, people!”

Lucy shrugs as I take Avery’s hand, pulling her to me, but when I look up at my mom, her eyes are wide. “Oh, praise Jesus. Jace, is that Mamaw’s ring on Avery’s ring finger?”

Looking back at Avery, I smile confidently before returning to my mom’s stunned gaze. “Yeah, it is.”

“Do I need to ask why, or is what I’m assuming true?” she shrieks, her arms waving at her sides like they do when she gets upset.

Avery is trembling beside me and I hold her tightly as I nod. “If you’re assuming we got married today, then yes, you’re right.”

Her mouth drops, but Lucy grins big. “Jace Ryan! You’re a baby.”

I point my two pointer fingers at her with a grin on my face. “Having a baby.”

I thought going the funny route would be a good way to go, but when my mom’s eyes widen even more, making her look bug-eyed, and a cry leaves her lips, I’m thinking maybe I should have done that differently. Especially when she throws her hands in the air, tears filling her eyes. “What in the hell? Boy, are you insane? You are a baby. She’s a baby. Wrap your shit up. And Jesus, don’t get married unless you mean to. Divorce is nasty.”

“Seriously,” Lucy yells and Avery looks down, but I just smile.

“Lucy, he could end up like you. And what is wrong with all you people? Jude is the only one who loves me. He gave me time to let him go; he gave me a wedding. You other three just run off, getting married and having babies. Are y’all trying to kill me?”

“No, I’m talking to him,” Lucy yells, shaking her head at me. “I said keep the baby, not get married.”

That surprises me, but Mom isn’t listening. “Oh my God, my baby is having a baby—and he’s married,” she cries, drawing in deep breaths as she holds her hands to her chest.

“Oh, God,” I hear Avery whisper and I look down at her.

“It’s fine. She did this to all of us, even Jude.”

Still sucking in breaths, Mom leans on her knees, shaking her head. Going to the couch, she sits down as Lucy looks at me. “Are you sure?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“You don’t have to do this, dude. Don’t make my mistakes. I married Angie’s dad because I was pregnant.”

I understand her worry. I get it. But this is different. I love Avery, I would die for her… Wow, I went full hero with that. But really, this is it. She’s it, and I know that. “Yeah, but unlike you, I actually love her,” I inform her and she nods, a smile pulling at her lips.

She’s still smiling as she nods her head. “Yeah, you’re right.” Looking over at Avery with a huge grin, Lucy pulls her into her arms. “While our mother has her panic attack, congratulations. I knew you were great for my brother.”

I watch as Avery hugs Lucy. She’s so much smaller than my sister who I see as so small. But against my wife, wow, she towers over her. I’m so engrossed as they talk quietly to each other that I don’t even see my mom get up. Not until she slams into me, her arms coming around me, do I tear my gaze from Avery and Lucy.

Holding me tightly, she brings me down, whispering in my ear. “Jace, are you sure? You don’t have to. We can fix this.”

“Can’t fix something that isn’t broke, Mom. I love her. I do.”

She doesn’t say anything, just holds me, her heart pounding against my chest. “Okay,” she whispers, pulling back and reaching up to squeeze my face between her hands. “Then I love her too.”

My eyes mist up a bit as I nod. “Thanks, Mom.”

Her eyes search mine, her breathing still fast but slowing by the second. Clearing her throat, she says, “I’m so proud of you, Jace, really. I wish you would have waited, but goodness me, you’re such a man now.”

“Well, you made me, raised me to be this awesome. So really, you get all the credit.”

“I know that’s right,” she says, squeezing me again before kissing me hard on my cheek. “I love you so much, baby.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

When she lets me go, she gobbles Avery up. And like I expect, she smothers her with kisses. Avery is beaming, laughing, as my mom holds her tightly and welcomes her to the family.

“I knew you were the one,” Mom says with a wink. “I always knew.”

“You’re not mad?” Avery asks, nervousness still in her eyes.

“Jesus, no,” Mom says, reassuring her. “Shocked, yes, but you were a part of this family the moment we met you. Now, you ain’t going anywhere. Hope you know that.” Avery’s lip quivers and then she’s crying. Shaking my head, I laugh as my mom wraps her up in a tight hug.

Holding my mom, Avery grins as she cries. “I don’t want to go anywhere.”

“Oh, you won’t. Don’t you cry. I’m gonna cry.”

I go to break up the crying fest between the two women I love most, but before I can move, Lucy is pulling me into the kitchen. When we are out of sight, she wraps her arms around my middle, holding me tightly. Wrapping my arms around her neck, I kiss the top of her head and she shakes against me.

Pulling back, my eyes wide, I tilt her back to see that she is crying.

Lucy does not cry.

“What the hell? Why are you crying?”

She shakes her head and then smiles. “I’m just so fucking proud of you, Jace, so proud.” I smile as she brings me in tight, kissing my cheek. “You did the right thing—crazy, but the right thing.”

“I did the only thing,” I say into her hair. “I love her, and she will never feel alone again in her life.”

Holding me tightly, Lucy laughs. “And to think, we all thought you were such a spoiled brat. When really, you’ve grown into a good man.”

Grinning, I squeeze her. “When you have three older siblings beating you into a good man, it tends to happen.”

She laughs and then pulls back. “You know they are gonna rip you apart.”

I nod. “I know.”

“But you don’t care?”

“Not even a little bit. All I care about is that girl in there, the one who’s having my baby.”

I’m not kidding.

But I would be lying if I said I wasn’t scared what my brothers will think. I respect them too much not to be worried, but I know they’ll support me.

Well, I hope so at least.
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As I head into my old room, I shut the door to block out the sounds of the three women I love cracking up. It’s been a great afternoon, eating, laughing, and them getting to know Avery even more. She fits in perfectly, not that I didn’t expect her to, but it’s great how my mom and sister have welcomed her with open arms. I didn’t think they wouldn’t, or even that they would be upset with me. I knew my mom would freak out, but I knew, no matter what, she would support me. That’s my mom. She does that.

But Jude and Jayden, I’m nervous.

Sitting on my bed, I look around the room that I shared with Jayden my whole life. Somehow Lucy and Jude got their own rooms. I loved sharing with Jayden, so I didn’t mind. He might not have felt the same, but we did it with ease. Two brothers, two best friends. I just hope he doesn’t freak out too much.

Going into our group chat, I type out a quick message.

 

Me: You two busy?

Jayden: Just got out of practice. What’s up?

Jude: No, what’s up?

 

I call Jayden first.

“Hey.”

“Hey, hold on, let me call Jude,” I say and he agrees as I add Jude to the call.

“What’s this about?” Jayden asks as it rings, but I don’t answer him.

“Yo. What’s up?” Jude says and I clear my throat.

“Gotta tell you guys something,” I say and Jude laughs.

“You’re gay.”

“Your dick fell off and your vagina is growing in nicely?”

“Oh, that is more like it, huh, Jay? I’m so happy you’re finally a girl, Jacey.”

“Aw, your nickname can become your real name.”

I want to be mad, but these are my brothers.

“Dumbasses, shut up,” I bark and they both laugh.

“Wait, you’re okay?” Jayden asks, his voice filling with concern. “Your leg is good, right?”

“You told me you were good,” Jude says, his voice hard and worried.

“I’m good,” I promise. “It’s not that.”

“What, then?” Jayden asks.

“Avery is pregnant.”

Silence. I’m answered with silence.

“You dumbass. Condoms, Jace, condoms,” Jayden yells.

“Didn’t we tell you this? Wrap it up. Shit,” Jude exclaims and I shake my head.

“I did, dumbasses.”

“Then how?!”

“I’m a beast. My boys made it through latex.”

“That’s not something to be proud of,” Jayden says and I scoff.

“Just sayin’ I’m not dumb. I used the stash in the drawer, but I guess they didn’t work.”

“What? In the first drawer?”

“Yeah,” I say, confused by Jayden’s tone.

“Dude, those are old. I never used them ’cause Jude left them,” Jayden laughs.

“Oh my God, you didn’t throw them away?” Jude laughs. “I didn’t use them either ’cause they were Malkin’s,” he says, speaking of the captain before him.

“You sick bastards, why didn’t you throw them away?” I ask and they both laugh.

“Why didn’t you check the expiration date?” Jayden asks. “Cocky shit, thinking your sperm is strong. Please.”

“Loser,” Jude says and I smile. “But shit, dude, now you’re really stuck. And you can’t leave, ’cause if we thought her dad would ruin you before, he really will now if you leave his daughter pregnant. Jesus, Jace.”

“I’m not leaving her,” I say sternly. “I married her.”

More silence.

“You did what?” Jude roars as Jayden just laughs.

“Jesus, this guy. Bay, Jace married Avery. She’s pregnant.”

When my sister-in-law yelps in surprise, I just shrug. “I love her, guys, and I hope you’ll both support me.”

“Well, duh, dumbass. But shit, you go big, don’t you?” Jayden laughs and I grin.

“Always.”

“Good Lord, information overload over here. Man, are you sure?” Jude asks.

Jayden agrees. “Yeah, really, this is huge.”

“Yeah, I’ve never been so sure about anything in my whole life.”

“Then we’re behind you, buddy,” Jayden says after a long moment of silence.

“Yeah, I mean, she’s great. I’m nervous, but I trust you know what you’re doing.”

“I do,” I promise and Jude laughs.

“Man, did Mom freak?”

“You know she did,” I laugh and Jayden follows suit.

“This is insane.”

“Yeah, but it’s right,” I decide and they both agree.

“Well, I don’t know how Jude feels, but I’m proud of the man you’ve become, Jace. You’ve really stepped up and grown.”

“Thanks, bro.”

“I agree, but don’t fuck up. If you’re doing this, you’re doing it right and you’re gonna love that girl for the rest of your life. We may have been raised by a shit guy, but we aren’t him, you hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear you,” I say around the lump in my throat. I always knew I had the best family in the whole entire world, but having the support of the two men I look up to so greatly, too… I can’t even. It’s overwhelming.

“And remember who your favorite brother is when you’re naming my nephew,” Jayden says and I smile.

“Don’t you mean your niece, Jay? Since you’re a sissy.”

“Whatever, Judeifer. You’re the girl.”

“Did you just say my name like Lucifer? You dick.”

“Well, you are the devil himself!”

Rolling my eyes, I clear my throat to cut off what I’m sure will be hysterical. I need to get back to my wife.

Man, just thinking that knocked the air out of me.

Wow, I hope I’ll never be able to say that and not get breathless.

“Okay, I’m gonna drop out, but you two continue. My wife is waiting for me.”

We all say good-bye before I hang up and I smile as I chuckle. That was easier than I thought.

Because it’s right.

We’re right.

Standing up, I head into the kitchen and go straight for Avery. When she sees me, she beams as I gather her in my arms.

“I just puked.” She grins and my mom and sister laugh.

“Yum,” I say, kissing her cheek.

“I was so sick with Jace, Lord,” Mom says, a pained look on her face.

“And he’s been a pain in the ass ever since.” Lucy smiles and I stick my tongue out at her before kissing Avery’s temple.

“Ready?” I love being here, but I want to be alone with Avery. I want it to be just us. We say good-bye and I’m surprised I get away since my mom won’t stop kissing me. Once I finally do and we are in the car, I look over at her and smile. “See, easy peasy.”

“She almost had a heart attack,” she says and I laugh.

“She’s good.”

She shakes her head. “This is all so crazy.”

I eye her. “But good, right?”

She nods. “God, yes. I’m so happy.”

“Good,” I say, kissing the back of her hand. “Are you gonna tell your parents?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“Do you want me to?”

She shakes her head quickly. “Hell no,” she laughs and I lean over, kissing her nose. I don’t move when her gaze meets mine. She’s still freaking out. Looking deep into my eyes, she lets out a breath and then shakes her head. “I don’t want to tell them and have them not be happy for me. Because they’ll freak, if they even care. But they won’t do what your mom and sister just did. No one will, and I just feel so good right now. I don’t want to ruin that.”

I nod. “I understand that.”

She smiles. “But I love you and I’m so happy.”

“That’s all I care about,” I whisper against her lips and she smiles. “So don’t tell them. If they care, they’ll contact you.”

“How will they know?” she asks, confused, and I grin, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

“Um, we aren’t married for real until it’s Facebook official, duh,” I say and she rolls her eyes.

“You’re sorta a Facebook whore,” she accuses and I shrug.

“Maybe. Shh, smile.”

I hold my phone out, our faces appearing as she glares at me. “You’re serious?”

“Yes. Smile, hold up your hand.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

She laughs before grinning at the phone and holding up her left hand. Pressing my lips to her cheek, I take the picture and then look at it. She looks so blissful, so in love, and this is my wife. My forever.

“It’s cute.”

“Yeah, it’s getting framed,” I say with a wink before going on to Facebook and uploading it, tagging her with the caption: Introducing Mr. & Mrs. Sinclair. #wifey

“You dork!”

I grin as I look back at the picture. Man, we look so ecstatic. So unified and perfect. Her eyes are full of the promise of forever. And even though my eyes are shut tightly as my lips press to her cheek, I know what I’m feeling and it’s nothing but love for this woman. As I stare at our picture, I know we have nothing to worry about.

We’ve got this.

Or at least, I hope we do. 
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I feel on top of the world.

If I thought I loved Jace before this crazy day, nothing compares to the way I feel about him right now. Looking at the picture of us on Facebook, I can’t stop smiling as he drives back to campus, singing badly to the radio. We look so damn content and it isn’t a lie. We are, and the comments are so sweet. Everyone is so happy for us. Yet, I’m waiting for a comment from my family.

I hate that I don’t have the balls to call and tell them. I want to scream it from the rooftops, but I know they won’t care. They would be more mad than anything, and I don’t need that negativity in my life. I’m so happy right now, and I don’t want them ruining that. They aren’t like Jace’s family, and they won’t support us like they have. So screw ’em. I don’t need them.

The pathetic part of me may still want them, but I don’t need them.

I have Jace.

I have our baby.

My God, I still can’t believe how today went down. I thought today was going to be the worst day of my life. Instead, it’s the best. I’m still freaking out a bit, but like Jace has said, it feels right. It feels natural. Crazy, but perfect. With a grin on my face, I go to shut my phone off, but it starts to ring.

It’s my mom.

Jace looks over at me and I suck in a breath. “Shit, it’s my mom.”

“You gonna answer it?”

Damn it. Nodding, I hit answer. “Hello?”

“Avery, what did you do?”

“What?”

“Don’t what me, young lady. Your brother just sent me a picture of you and your boyfriend from Facebook, and apparently, it means you got married!”

“I did,” I say as strongly as I can.

Jace’s hand slides into mine as my mom cries out. “Are you insane? Why? Why would you do that?”

“I’m pregnant.”

“Oh God, Avery, what in the world? Why are you ruining your life? I thought you were smarter than that. Do you know how embarrassing this is?”

“Embarrassing?”

“Yes! Everyone in the club knows. They are all talking about it. My phone is ringing off the hook ’cause you went off and got married. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Would you have cared?”

“Are you serious? Yes, we would have! I mean, is this a cry for attention? I don’t understand.”

Unable to even process what she is saying, I shake my head. “No, Mom, it’s not a cry for attention. I love him.”

“So? You don’t go and marry him. Or hell, get knocked up. How stupid can you be? You’re only eighteen.” Biting into my lip, I look up as the car comes to a stop in front of the Bullies’ house, while my mom continues to scream. “I don’t understand why you would do this. Haven’t you put all of us through enough hell?”

“It isn’t about you,” I say firmly, trying to sound stronger than I feel. “I love Jace, and yeah, this is unplanned, but we got this.”

“You have nothing. You live off us. We pay for everything.”

“And I thank you for it.”

“You thank us… Thank us by not embarrassing us. By being smart.”

Closing my eyes, I hear Jace mutter something, but I can’t hear him over the roar of my heartbeat in my ears. “So that’s why you’re upset, because I’m embarrassing you.”

“Yes! Your dad is going to freak. I just don’t understand why I had to find out through Facebook? What the hell, Avery?”

“Because you wouldn’t care,” I yell once more, tears running down my face. “You don’t fucking care about me. All you care about is how you look. A normal mother would be upset ’cause she’s worried about her daughter, about what this means for their life. But all you care about is how you look in front of that damn club. Well, guess what? I don’t fucking care about the club and what they think.”

“Avery Rose, that’s not fair. I do care and I do worry about your future, but you are shitting it down the shitter. It’s like you are dead set on ruining yourself.”

“I don’t see it that way. For the first time, I’m happy,” I say, my voice breaking as Jace kisses my shoulder. “For the first time, I don’t feel completely alone or forgotten. I feel important. I feel loved.”

“What are you saying? We love you, Avery. All of us.”

“No, not all of you. Maybe some of you do love me, but you don’t care.”

“That’s not true.”

“Mom, I spent maybe an hour with you when I was home. You cared more about Dad and the boys than me. You didn’t even stop Matty from hurting me.”

She lets out a long breath. “Oh Avery, that wasn’t even his fault. You attacked him and lost your footing. Siblings fight.”

“What the fuck?” Jace says, clearly able to hear her through the phone, and just like that, I lose it.

“No, he pushed me,” I scream, my voice hoarse and full of emotion as my tears stream down my face. “And you didn’t care. You don’t care about me. You never have.”

I close my eyes tightly, but she doesn’t say anything and I know I’m right.

Shaking my head, I hang up and throw my phone to the floorboard, wrapping my arms around myself as I cry. But it’s only for a second before Jace is holding me, kissing my forehead, and telling me it’s going to be okay.

But will it?

As he holds me, my phone keeps ringing, sounding with texts, but I don’t check them. I can’t. Not now. A part of me is glad that Jace holds my heart because if he didn’t, I’m pretty sure it would be broken right now. By the one person who is supposed to love and care for me, no matter what. Instead, she is more worried about the club.

How is that fair?

When Jace’s phone rings, he looks at it and shakes his head. “I don’t know who that is.”

I look down at it. I know that number. “What the hell?”

Reaching for his phone, I answer it despite his confused expression. “Dad?”

“Avery Rose, what the hell is going on?” he yells, his booming voice ringing in my ears.

“How did you get this number?”

“Don’t forget who I am. I am capable of anything. But I asked you a question.”

“What, Dad? I got married. I’m pregnant. What else do you need to know?”

“Watch your tone with me, Avery Rose.”

“No. You watch yours. Don’t try to act like you care. You don’t.”

He draws in a sharp intake of breath and roars, “The hell I don’t. I love you.”

“Whatever,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re embarrassed.”

“What the hell? Did you come off your meds?”

Wow. “Okay, and I’m done.”

“You hang up on me, I swear…” he threatens and I don’t know what he is swearing to, but his voice does scare me.

Pausing, I shake my head. “What, Dad? What do you want?”

“I want to fix this. This can’t happen. I won’t let you ruin your life like this.”

“I’m not ruining my life.”

“The hell you aren’t. You’re a baby. We will get this marriage annulled. And the baby, we’ll find a good home for it. We can fix this.”

“It isn’t a dog, Dad, it’s my baby,” I cry as I shake my head. “And, for once, I don’t feel broken, I feel whole. I’m happy.”

But he isn’t convinced. How would he be? He doesn’t even know me. “This isn’t smart. You don’t even know the guy.”

“I do, and I love him,” I say firmly. “I’m not divorcing him or giving my baby up.”

He doesn’t say anything, and the only thing I hear is his labored breathing while Jace moves his fingers along my forearm, trying to keep me calm. I really don’t know what I would do without him. “Your dreams are gone if you do this, Avery. You realize that, don’t you?”

“No, they aren’t.”

“So, you can be a singer and have a baby? Please. Not when he’s got a one-way ticket into the league. Be realistic. He’s gonna dump you the first chance he gets!”

“No, he won’t,” I say and Jace looks up at me, a promise that will never happen in his eyes.

“You’re being naïve. This isn’t going to work.”

That’s my biggest fear, but I won’t let him know that. I have to believe in Jace, in us, and I won’t let anyone deter that. My heart is slamming into my chest, and I know I can’t keep going round and round with him. It’s obvious they are only concerned with how this makes them look, so there is nothing else to talk about. “Yes, it will. If you don’t support us, then why are we still speaking?”

“So that’s it? It’s your way or no way?”

“It’s my life, Dad. I want this.”

He lets out an exasperated breath and roars again. “Avery, are you insane? You don’t want this. Who wants to have a kid at eighteen or be married?”

“You’re right, I didn’t. But I am now, and that’s it. There’s nothing else to discuss ’cause I’m staying married to Jace and I’m having our baby.”

Wow, I sound strong. So sure.

And for once, I am.

Looking to Jace, I smile. This is my forever. Yeah, we don’t have anything figured out, and we may have rushed into this, but we’ve got this.

He says so.

“What about school? That singing thing you’re doing?”

“I’ll go and I’ll sing. I don’t see a problem.”

“You have no money. You have my money.”

“We’ll figure it out. I’ll get a job, but Jace will be going into the draft soon and we’ll be fine.”

“And what if he doesn’t go in?”

“Dad, come on. You know he’s going in.”

“You can’t put stock in that. Be realistic here. Anything can change. He could start to suck, get hurt.”

“Then we’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Dad, I love him.”

“You don’t even know him. It’s been, what, a week?”

My eyes cloud with tears as I shake my head. “See, Dad, you don’t even know. It’s been almost six weeks, and if I remember right, that’s how long it was before you and mom were married. So don’t give me that crap that it’s too early.”

“But we were in our late twenties. You’re a baby. You don’t even know what life is yet.”

Looking at Jace, I smile. “Yeah, I do. I’m looking at it right now.”

“Oh Jesus, Avery. Get your head out of your ass. It’s puppy love. It won’t last.”

“How do you know? You don’t know him—you don’t even know me.”

Groaning loudly, I hear something crash as he lets out a long, frustrated breath. “Jesus Christ, Avery, you’re killing me,” my dad breathes and I shrug. “I do know you, baby. I love you.”

“Funny way of showing it. If you loved me, you’d support my decision.”

“Not when you are making a mistake.”

“But I’m not. I’m happy, Dad, and now I see the only mistake I’ve made today is answering the phone.”

With that, I hang up and hand Jace his phone as my hands start to shake. I’ve never spoken to my dad like that. Or my mom, but it just crushes me that they don’t support me. I don’t even know why I thought they would. I’m constantly setting myself up for failure with those two. Wanting more than they can give me. I really need to learn.

I close my eyes tightly, and Jace wraps me back up in his arms. I lean my head to his. Kissing me, he tightens his hands around me, and my lip quivers as my tears roll down my face.

“I’m sorry, Avery.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I know, but I don’t want you to cry.” I nod, nuzzling against him. “But I promise, no matter what, I got you.”

“Jace?”

“Yeah?”

“I hope you’re right.”

Because I’m not sure what would happen if it goes to shit, and that scares me to my core. My dad is right; everything he said could happen, and then what? We have such big dreams we are depending on, and what happens if they fall apart? What happens between now and then? Will we make it? What if I get suicidal again? Oh Jesus, what did I do?

“Avery, I can feel your anxiety, but it’s not needed, baby, I promise you. We got this. I got you. I promise.”

As he dusts kisses along my cheek and lips, I feel his confidence as it comes off him in waves. I believe him. I’ve put all my hope and trust into him, thrown all caution and reason to the wind, and I just pray I’m not wrong for doing so.

I hope I’m doing the right thing.

It feels right.

I mean, I’m keeping my baby and I love its daddy, so this is right. It has to be.

But damn it, my parents have stirred doubt inside of me, and now I’m questioning it.

Us.

“Avery, look at me,” Jace demands and I look up, his eyes locked on mine.

“What are you feeling? Talk to me.”

“I’m scared.”

“Okay? Why?”

“’Cause he’s right. It could all come crashing down into a heap of a clusterfuck, and then what?”

His eyes are so steady as he holds my gaze. “Then we pick it all back up, put it together, and push on. The great thing is we have each other, Avery. We’ve got this. Together.”

“How do you know? How are you not freaking out?”

“’Cause I love you and I know we can do this.” My lip trembles and I pull in a deep breath as he smiles. “That’s right. Do it again,” he says, breathing with me, and my heart slows down as my eyes slowly fall closed. Leaning his head to mine, he wraps his arms around my neck, kissing my forehead.

“I love you.”

“I love you too,” I whisper. I might not know anything else, but I know that.

I just hope that’s enough.
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I’m not going to cry.

I’m not.

We’ve got this.

I’m also not going to puke, even though that’s all I’ve been doing for the last few weeks.

Jace says it’s fine.

We are fine.

But it just feels like one thing after another.

“I thought you said a room would come available for us today. Didn’t you say today?” Jace asks, leaning on the counter of the housing department.

“Yes, I thought so, hon. I’m sorry,” Mrs. Annie says, and she looks as defeated as we feel. We’ve been in here a lot lately and she knows our whole story—that we are desperate to get housing on campus. Being married, we want to sleep together. But I can’t stay at the Bullies’ house long-term, and he can’t stay in my dorm. “I thought the couple that was staying in the room I wanted to give you was gonna go off campus, but they decided it was cheaper to live here, so we are completely full.”

It is. A lot cheaper.

“We only have ten family dorm facilities. It’s a small campus, honey. I’m so sorry.”

Jace lets out a long breath, the dark circles under his eyes hurting my heart. He’s been working double at the coffee shop while busting his ass on the ice. If I thought he worked hard before, he is working double time now. He is determined to not only get into the draft but go number one with the highest entry contract. He doesn’t want to fail me, as he keeps saying. No matter how much I said he couldn’t fail me if he tried, he’s running himself into the ground. And he won’t let me stop him.

“Okay, can we stay on the waiting list, though? Maybe after Christmas, someone will move?” I say, wrapping my arms around his arm.

He looks at me and I know he doesn’t like it. “Yeah, is that okay, Mrs. Annie?”

“Of course, guys. I’ll keep you in the loop if anything changes.”

We both nod and then wish her a good day as we head outside in the freezing cold. I’m bundled up tight in my jacket, and he pulls his beanie down over his ears before wrapping his arms around me.

“That sucks.”

“Yeah,” I say as we walk toward his car. “It’s okay, though. We could go get an apartment off campus. That one we looked at the other day would be okay.”

He shrugs. “But it’s like two grand to move in right now. I’ve got the money, but with your co-pays, monthly bills, and no telling what else could come up, I really wanted to stay on campus. Especially since my scholarships pay it all, you know?”

“Yeah,” I agree, and he’s right, but that isn’t feasible right now. So we need another plan. “I can always call and ask my dad—”

“Hell no, I’m not asking your dad—who doesn’t support us—for help. He already cut off your credit cards, Av. You ask, he’ll get even more pissed and stop paying for school. Thankfully, your car is already paid off.”

As he shakes his head, I can’t bring myself to tell him that my dad isn’t paying for my schooling anymore after this year. I haven’t told Jace because I figure it doesn’t matter. We’ll be moving to wherever he gets drafted to, and then I’ll start school there.

“Jace,” I say, stopping him when he tries to walk off. “Let me help.”

“No, you focus on your internship and school, okay? I will figure it out.”

He goes to walk off again, but I stop him once more. “We are a team, Jace. You aren’t the star of the relationship, no matter how amazing you are,” I yell, my frustration about the whole thing getting to be too much to handle. He meets my gaze, worry swirling deep inside his eyes. I hate that. I don’t want him to worry, but I know that it’s unavoidable. Everything is just so up in the air. “This is a partnership. Let me help.”

“I know, Avery. But I want you to focus on the big stuff like school and your internship. Let me worry about this. I mean, we are doing okay living apart. You still sleep at the house, even if you aren’t supposed to. But it’s fine, no one will tell on me.”

“But it’s not fair to anyone else. Especially Markus, despite the fact I think he is a douche. But the rules are there for a reason, and you are setting a bad example.”

“He made a mistake; he isn’t a douche. Greatest guy I know, but I don’t care. I want you to be happy—and with me. So the guys are fine,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s fine.”

“It isn’t,” I say sternly. “You are tired, you’re stressed, and it isn’t okay.”

“Rather me than you,” he says, shaking his head, and my eyes widen.

“Is that what this is about? You don’t think I can handle it?”

“No, Avery, please, can we just drop this and go? We have an hour before we gotta get to your appointment.”

“No, we can’t just drop it. I can handle this. Let me help.”

“How? Tell me how?”

“I can call my dad.”

“And what? You want me to stand by and let my wife’s dad support us? No fucking way.”

Throwing my hands up, I yell, “You and your damn pride.”

“No, you are my responsibility, my wife,” he says, lacing his fingers with mine. “And I will provide for you, okay?”

“You can’t do it alone, Jace. Maybe we should ask your mom? Your brothers? Lucy?”

“Hell no, Avery. We can do this. I don’t need help,” he stresses, his eyes telling me something entirely different. He’s just as scared as I am. It really hasn’t been that bad, sort of living with him and living in my dorm, but I don’t want him to get into trouble. I doubt that his coach would really come down hard on him since he is doing his mom, but still, I know how proud Jace is. He wants to be the best, he wants to be a good example for his team, and I’m threatening that by being there.

When a tear runs down my face, I wipe it away quickly, hoping he doesn’t see it. But he does. “Fuck, Avery, don’t cry. It’s fine,” he says, wrapping me up in his arms.

“I just worry about you.”

“Don’t,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “It will work out. Maybe I can go plant some drugs in someone’s dorm room and get them kicked out?” he jokes and I smile.

“No, they all have babies.”

“And we will too.”

“Yeah, but they have them now. Ours is still cooking.”

He smiles. “True, which is why we gotta get to the doctor.”

I eye him. “I’m not done talking about this.”

He waves me off. “It will work out.”

And I don’t doubt that. If anyone can do it, we can. But at what cost?
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Lying back on the cold table, I lift up my T-shirt as Dr. Vernon moves his hands along my abdomen.

“How is everything? You still vomiting a lot?”

I smile. “Yeah.”

“It’s normal, but you let me know if it gets out of hand.”

“Okay.” I smile at Jace as he watches, his eyes intent on the doctor.

“Her boobs hurt a lot,” he says then, and I giggle as the doctor smiles.

“It’s normal.”

“That will go away, right? She said it will go away.”

Rolling his eyes, Dr. Vernon laughs. “Yes, son, it will.”

“Cool,” he says, rocking back on his heels. “And everything is good? Like, she’s normal?” He’s shaking with nerves and I reach out to take his hand. “Like, her meds won’t hurt the baby, right?”

“No, she’s right where she needs to be. You are showing already.”

I smile. “I look bloated, fat,” I say with a laugh, and Jace glares at me.

“I told you, you aren’t fat.”

“Woo-hoo, got you a good man right there. Smart man,” Dr. Vernon says with a wink and I grin.

“The best,” I say to Jace, but he’s too busy watching everything the doctor does.

When his eyes widen, I cut my gaze to the doctor as he comes to me with a little machine. “What is that?” Jace asks, horror in his voice.

Dr. Vernon laughs. “I haven’t had a skittish daddy in a while. It’s nice,” he jokes, but Jace isn’t laughing. “It’s a fetal Doppler. We’re going to see if we can hear the baby’s heartbeat.”

“Aw, cool!” I say, coming up on my elbows to watch. Jace comes closer, his eyes wide as Dr. Vernon turns it on and then places it to my belly, pressing into my skin. But I hear nothing. He moves it around, but I still don’t hear anything other than the static of the thing moving. Oh, no. What if something is wrong?

“I don’t hear anything,” Jace says, the alarm in his voice matching mine. “Does that mean it doesn’t have a heartbeat?”

But Dr. Vernon waves him off. “No, it’s early. We may not be able to hear it,” he says, moving it around more, but that doesn’t help the anxiety suffocating me. Lucy said I should be able to hear it at this appointment. I glance at Jace and he looks white as a ghost and hasn’t moved, only his eyes following the little probe on my belly. Turning back to the doctor, I watch him, and when he smiles, I hold my breath. “Hello there, little bit,” he mutters before turning the knob of the thing up, and the most beautiful sound in the world fills the room.

Our baby’s heartbeat.

I close my eyes, my face breaking into a grin as Jace kisses me hard on the cheek. When I open my eyes, he has his phone up, and I smile, thinking he’s taking a picture. “I’m recording. That’s our baby.”

I laugh as he turns off his phone, kissing me once more. Leaning his nose to my temple, he whispers, “I’m so happy.”

Tears burn my eyes as I nod. “Me too.”

“Me too,” Dr. Vernon says. “It sounds good, strong. You are doing great, so we are done. Let me know if there are any questions, and I will see you in four weeks.”

He takes the Doppler off my stomach, and the room goes silent except for the crackling of the paper I sit on. But one thing is for sure, you couldn’t wipe the grins off our faces. Or erase the fact that I’ll never forget the sound of my baby’s heartbeat.

 

“It could be a badass beat, for a rap or something,” I say as we walk out of the office and toward our car.

Jace laughs. “Yeah, I want to hear that.” Smiling back, I lean into him, wanting not only his warmth but his love. “That was so awesome.”

“It was.”

“I want to post it, but I know you don’t want people knowing about the little bun in your oven.”

I nod. “Even though everyone already suspects it. Because why would hotshot, star hockey player Jace Sinclair marry someone like Avery Rose without knocking her up?”

He makes a face. “Who the hell thinks that?”

“Everyone, Jace,” I say with a shrug. “I don’t care, though. They’re just jealous.”

“True that,” he says with a nod. “So I still can’t post it?”

“No,” I laugh, leaning into him.

“Why?”

“’Cause I’m only nine weeks. Wait till after twelve.”

“That’s boring.”

“It’s smart,” I say simply. “I could still miscarry according to the baby book.”

He shakes his head. “Um, no. My baby is coming into the world to dominate. He’s sticking around.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re crazy.”

“Crazy for you,” he says, nuzzling his nose in my ear, causing me to giggle as I try to get away. Reaching out, he pulls me back into his side as we reach the car. While I’m excited and elated about hearing the baby’s heartbeat, our conversation from earlier is still bothering me, and I know I have to settle this with him.

When he goes to start the car, I stop him. “Jace.”

He looks over at me, smiling. “Yeah?”

I smile. “I love you—”

“I love you too,” he says, leaning over and kissing me softly on the lips, but before he can get away, I stop him.

“But you have to let me help here. I have money saved up. Let’s use that and get an apartment, or we can go move in with your mom.”

His face twists in disgust. “No way in hell are we moving in with my mom. And no, we are good. It’s fine. If anything, we’ll just sleep apart until something opens up.”

I nod, but I don’t want that and neither does he. “That sucks.”

“Yeah, but I’m not gonna financially fuck us, and I’m not asking for help. We got this.”

He’s right, especially when we don’t know what could come up. He’s being smart and I understand that, but I want to sleep together. I want to be a married couple.

“So don’t worry, okay?”

I nod. “Okay.”

He kisses me again and then goes to start the car as my phone goes off in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see that it’s my dad and soon I’m unable to breathe. I haven’t heard from or talked to him since I left New Jersey.

“Who is it?” Jace asks as he pulls out of the parking lot.

“My dad.”

His eyes widen and I shrug. “I wonder what he wants.”

“Don’t know. Answer it.”

Biting my bottom lip, I mutter, “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Dad.”

“I know, Dad. I have caller ID.”

“Oh yeah,” he says slowly, letting out a long breath. “How are you?”

“Good.”

“Still married and pregnant?”

“Yup,” I say simply. “Nothing’s changed.”

He sucks in a deep breath. “Okay, well, I wanted to let you know that we will be in Nashville two weeks before Christmas. We want to meet your…” he pauses and clears his throat “…husband, and we would like to see you.”

“Why?”

“Because you are our daughter.”

I make a face because I know damn well that isn’t the reason. “Okay, but why are y’all coming into town?”

“Matty is playing the Bullies, and this was one of the games we bought flights for. We figured we could watch him and see you at the same time.”

I know that shouldn’t make me mad. I know I should be happy he wants to see me, but it pisses me the fuck off because I know I’m not the original reason they are coming to see me. I haven’t heard from anyone, not even my mom. But now they are coming into town to watch Matty and figure they might as well see the daughter they made too. Whatever. If they were really concerned about me, or even meeting Jace, they would have come weeks ago.

“I think I’ll pass.”

“Why? Won’t you be at the game?”

“Yeah, to see my husband play, and that’s it.”

“Avery, we want to see you.”

“No, you are coming ’cause of Matty, and like always, I’m an afterthought.”

“That’s not true, Avery. We wanted to see both of you at the same time.”

But I don’t believe him. Fighting back the tears, I shake my head. “Dad, if that were true, why haven’t you come sooner?”

“I’m busy. I work all the time.”

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. “Yeah, whatever.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

“It means if I see you, I see you. If I don’t, then I don’t.”

“You’ll see us. We want to go to dinner with you two. I’d like to get to know the boy who has married my daughter and made a child.”

I pause. “Dad, do you know his name?”

My dad pauses. “Sinclair.”

“First name.” I hear him typing and I shake my head in disbelief. “You’re googling him?”

Jace snorts from beside me as my dad says quickly, “No, Jace, his name is Jace.”

“Whatever.”

He pauses and then says softly, “Please, Avery, I want to see you.”

The sincerity in his voice leaves me breathless as I close my eyes. “Fine, I’ll talk to him and see if he wants to go.”

He chuckles. “He will. He isn’t stupid; he knows who I am.”

“Wow, okay.” I shake my head. “Very arrogant, Dad.”

“Maybe, but I want to see you.”

“Why?”

“Like I’ve said before, you’re my daughter.”

“Who you’ve cut off,” I remind him and he lets out a breath. I can’t say I was surprised when I went to use my credit card and it didn’t work. But I wonder if he would cut off Matty or Laurence if they got into a position like I did. I doubt he would have, and I really wonder what he would do if he found out Matty was gay. Not that I plan on telling him or anything, but I just wonder.

Would they get treated the same?

“You have a husband. You don’t need me.”

“You’re right. So I don’t need to see you.”

“Well, I’m asking to see you,” he says, his voice dropping an octave. “Please, Avery. Your mother is worried sick about you.”

“I bet. That phone is ringing off the hook.”

“Avery Rose, please. We want to see you. I feel you think things you shouldn’t, and I want to make them better.”

Make them better?

How do you fix eighteen years of shit?

When Jace squeezes my hand, I look over at him and he nods his head. “Just say yes,” he mouths and I shake my head, but he nods his once more.

Glaring, I say, “Okay, Dad. We will go to dinner with you.”

“Good, I’ll call you when we get in that Friday.”

“Okay.”

He pauses and he says very softly, “I love you, honey. I do, and I don’t know how that got forgotten, but I’m sorry for that.”

My heart stops as my eyes fall shut, shocked at the unexpected apology. “Dad, I never thought you didn’t love me, it’s just that you don’t care.”

“And that’s my fault. I’ll see you soon. I wish it were sooner, but the damn All-Star game is keeping me busy.”

“Yeah. Like always,” I say and I can hear the remorse in his voice.

“I’m sorry, love. I’ll be in touch.”

I don’t answer him, I just hang up and let my head drop. Squeezing my hand, Jace kisses the back of it. “That didn’t sound so bad?”

I shrug. “I just don’t know what he’s doing. Why does he care now?”

Pulling into a spot, he looks over at me. “Maybe he always has and didn’t realize he wasn’t showing it?”

“Maybe.” I think that over and I guess it could be true. He works constantly and I know his job is important, but I should be important too. Closing my eyes, I try to regulate my breathing because my heart has been pounding since I saw his number on my phone. I just don’t want to get my hopes up. I’ve wanted my dad and my mom to care about and love me for so long. I craved it. I don’t want my heart to be smashed again. When my chest starts to tighten, I suck in a deep breath and let it out, because I’ve got this. I can do this. I know the score. I just won’t go in there expecting things they aren’t capable of. No matter the sincerity in his voice, I have eighteen years of proof that I was second best to everyone.

I have to remember that.

“Let’s just take it one day at a time,” Jace says, and I look over at him. “One thing at a time. You know? Everything will work out. I know that for sure.”

Leaning over, I press my lips to his as his hands come up, tangling in my hair. Pulling back, I press my nose to his and agree. “Okay.”

“I’ll do the same. I probably need to start going to yoga or something. Do they have prenatal yoga?”

My brows pull together. “What? Why?”

“If I’m seeing that douche-fucker of a brother of yours in a little under a month’s time—which, by the way, how did I not know we were playing him?”

“You’ve been distracted,” I supply with a grin and he nods.

“I have, but anyway, if I’m seeing him, then damn it, I need to find my happy place and not kill my new brother-in-law.”

I smile. “Good plan. The commissioner might frown on that, Sinclair.”

“I thought so too, Sinclair,” he says with a grin, kissing my lips. “Now go write some songs and be awesome.”

“Aren’t I always?”

“Of course,” he says as I get out. Before shutting the door, I bend down, meeting his gaze. “I’ll text when I’m ready.”

“Cool, see you in a bit.”

Shutting the door, I tuck my hands into my pockets and rush to the door to head up the stairs to Jelly Records. As I start to climb, my phone sounds and I pull it out to see it’s from Jace.

Confused, I open the text and smile.

 

Jace: I love you.

 

As I type back the same, I can’t help but laugh.

It’s so funny how things change in the blink of an eye.

Three months ago, I wanted to be a star.

I didn’t want any man, and I sure as hell didn’t want to trust anyone.

Now, I just want to love this guy and my baby.

Crazy.
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I didn’t want to do this.

I still don’t.

But I don’t think I have any other option.

I have to take care of Avery.

Swallowing hard, I stare at my phone.

Damn it.

Maybe I should call Jude. See what he thinks. But I know what he’ll say. It’s the same thing Jayden and Lucy will say too. No, I can’t call them. They wouldn’t understand. They have good jobs; they haven’t felt the complete and utter failure I’m feeling. Plus, I know they’ll try to throw money at me, and I don’t want their money. I don’t want to owe anyone anything.

No, there is only one option.

Dialing my dad’s number, I wait for him to answer. I haven’t talked to him much in a while, and he doesn’t even know Avery is pregnant. I don’t know, I just didn’t think he needed to know, which might bite me in the ass now.

“Son, I was seriously about to call you,” he says with a laugh. “I just got the craziest email.”

I pause. “Yeah? What about?”

“Avery,” he says and I pause.

“What about her?”

“Well, I guess she’s at the studio with Stu. And he emailed me razzing me about being a grandpa again. I was confused, ’cause I didn’t know I was going to be a grandpa.”

“Wow, okay. Because that’s the reason I’m calling,” I laugh, but he doesn’t laugh with me.

“So, it’s true?”

“Yeah, she’s pregnant and we got married,” I say simply, and he draws in a sharp breath.

“Well, then.”

“Yeah,” I say, letting out a breath. “Sudden, I know. But it was just right.”

“All right, wow. I’m surprised by all of this.” He pauses and I hear him shuffling papers. “Not to sound like a dick, but you’re sure it’s yours?”

“Yeah, I know it is.”

“Being who you are, Jace, I wouldn’t put it past anyone to try to—”

“Dad, it’s mine. She wouldn’t do that anyway. She isn’t that kind of person,” I say, shutting that down.

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Then don’t ever say that again, okay?”

“Okay,” he says simply. “I guess congratulations are in order?”

“Thanks.”

“You should let me take you out, celebrate.”

“Um, yeah, sure,” I say, but I have no intention of going. I just don’t want to piss him off before I ask for what I called for. “Listen, the reason I was calling was to tell you. And also to ask if there is any way you can change my trust fund from me getting it when I turn twenty-one to me getting it now.”

I wait for him to say something, but all I hear is papers moving. As seconds pass, I start to panic. This was my only plan, the only idea I had that was going to make everything easier on us. “Um, the reason is the family dorms on campus are full, and I can’t use my scholarship money on an off-campus apartment. Plus, it costs so much more. I could get more hours at the coffee shop, but I’m already so tired and shit. I really need the money, Dad, so if you could change it, that would be great.”

Sucking in a deep breath, he lets it out as I wait. God, this is demoralizing. “Listen, son, let’s talk about it over dinner, okay?”

“What?” I ask, my heart jumping into my throat. “Can’t you just say yes and do it?”

He laughs. “Yeah, but I want to talk this through. Make sure you are making the right choice.”

“I am—”

“I’m gonna have Francesca text you where dinner will be. Six okay?”

“Um…” God, I don’t want to go. “Yeah, that’s fine. Avery gets off at five thirty, so that works great.”

“Wonderful, I can hug my new daughter-in-law,” he says with a cheerful laugh, and it just doesn’t feel right. Something is off. Fuck. “So I’ll see you soon, then.”

“Okay.”

When the line goes dead, I’m pretty sure I just agreed to meet with the devil.
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When Avery comes out of the building, I smile and wave as she rushes to the car. Getting in, she slams the door shut before leaning over to kiss me. “I wrote the most gorgeous song for our baby.”

“Really?” I ask, kissing her again.

“Yes, it’s called ‘Heartbeat.’”

“You’ll have to play it for me.”

“Duh. Done.” She giggles as she leans into me. “It’s gonna be the first song I sing at the showcase, I think.”

“Still only want to be a songwriter? Don’t want to try for a record deal?”

She nods. “Nope, I love songwriting. I feel good about it.”

“Awesome.” I kiss her again because I can’t help myself.

When she backs away, she eyes me. “You okay?”

I shrug. “Yeah, tired,” I lie, but it isn’t really a lie. I am dead tired, but I don’t want to worry her with shit about my dad. “Listen, my dad wants to go to dinner to celebrate.”

“You told him?”

“Stu did,” I say with a smile as I pull out. “My dad called, and I confirmed.” I shade the truth a bit.

“That jerk,” she laughs and I shrug.

“No biggie. So if you don’t want to go, I’ll take you home. If you do, then it’s about ten minutes from here.”

She watches me for a second. “I want to go if you want me to, but you seem a little distant. Are you sure you’re okay?”

I flash her a winning grin. “Yeah, for sure, and I want you to go.”

“Okay.”

Sending her one more smile, I make the turn for dinner, but I still feel her looking at me. She’s been doing that a lot lately. Probably because I’m trying to handle everything and make sure she doesn’t have to worry at all. I just don’t want her to stress. She has to grow our baby and she has enough shit to deal with. School, internship, and her family. When they completely cut her off, she was devastated. Who wouldn’t be? But as her husband, I have to hold her up, and I’m going to do just that.

She won’t feel alone on my watch.

Or stressed.

No, fucking way.

Swallowing hard, I pull on to Broadway and then down into the Gulch to Kayne Prime, one of the best steakhouses in town. Pulling up to the valet, I get out and hand the keys to the guy as Avery waits for me at the bottom of the stairs. She’s smiling, her face bright, but all I can see is the little pooch her belly is forming. It’s usually so flat since she’s a little person, but today, she looks pregnant. And while it scares the shit out of me, it only fuels me to do better by her.

Smiling back, I take her hand in mine, kissing the back of her hand as we head up the stairs to the front of the restaurant. I don’t see my dad when we walk in, but the hostess is ready to seat us. He got a table in the back, like he always does. My dad likes his privacy, and for as long as I can remember, we always ate in the back of restaurants. Weird, I know.

Pulling a chair out for Avery, I sit down beside her so I can see when he comes. I reach for the water the waiter just poured, downing it, and Avery’s gaze widens. “Jace?”

“Thirsty,” I reassure her with a grin, but she doesn’t believe me.

Squeezing my hand, she shakes her head. “No, what’s going on?”

“Nothing, it’s fine—”

“There is my son and beautiful daughter-in-law!” My dad’s booming voice fills the room, and I look up to see him entering. With Ellen behind him.

Fuck me.

Standing up, I hold out my hand, but he laughs, wrapping me up in a big hug before squeezing me tightly. “Shake hands? Please.”

Damn it. This isn’t right.

When he wraps Avery up, I feel Ellen looking at me as if she wants to hug me. But, nope, no can do, superwhore who broke up my family. “So pretty. Were you this pretty at the game? I don’t remember.”

Avery smiles, but she’s cautious as my dad squeezes her. “You’re too sweet.”

I smile as he lets her go and turns her so she faces Ellen. “This is my fiancée, Ellen.”

Avery doesn’t want to touch her, I can see it, but Ellen takes her hand, shaking it eagerly. “So nice to meet you.”

“You too,” she laughs nervously, looking at me, and I shoot her a reassuring smile as I pull her chair back out. Sitting down, Dad orders some cocktails for him and Ellen while Avery and I take waters.

“That’s my boy. Gotta keep it clean to tear up the ice. Ralph told me you met with the Rangers yesterday?”

I nod. “Yeah, I don’t know why. They are doing great in the standings; I won’t last till their pick.”

“True, so who are we looking at?”

“Panthers, Sabres, and Blue Jackets. I’m liking the Panthers for, you know, sunny Florida,” I say and Avery nods.

“Me too,” she giggles and my dad laughs hard. A little too hard. It’s forced.

“I bet. Good place to raise a baby. But Blue Jackets are right up the road. You’ll be close to home.”

I couldn’t agree more. “Yeah, and I like the GM and the coach there. Coach Moore knows him real well, says he coaches like him.”

That has Dad bringing his brows in. “Coach Moore, hm, he’s dating your mom, right?”

I pause, eyeing him. “Yeah.”

“So you probably trust his opinion?”

“I do, but I did before he was with Mom.”

He nods. “Hm. I think Sabres are the best choice. They are rebuilding and doing big things.”

He isn’t wrong, but I don’t want to go to New York and neither does Avery. “Yeah. I mean, we’ll see what happens. I really have no control over any of it. I go where they choose me.”

“True,” he says with a nod. “But let’s hope for Sabres.”

I only nod as the waiter comes, taking our orders and then refilling our waters. “So, Avery, your daddy is Benedict Haverbrooke, isn’t he?”

Avery looks up and tilts her head. “He is. How did you know?”

She looks to me and I shrug as my dad says, “I’m a lawyer, I know all.”

Avery isn’t convinced, though. “Yeah. That’s my dad.”

“Cool, I’ve known Benny for a long time. Good guy.”

She smiles, but it isn’t true and that makes me smile. “Yeah.”

“Your brothers, too. Man, great players. Didn’t you play with Matty, Jace?”

“I did,” I answer, lacing my fingers with Avery’s under the table.

“Cool, good family. How do they feel about this?”

She shrugs. “Doesn’t matter how they feel,” she says and my dad holds her gaze.

“No?”

“Nope.”

“Can I ask why?”

She shrugs and I say, “Doesn’t really matter, Dad. She isn’t very close with her family.”

“Oh. Okay.” The way he says that bothers me, and I can tell it bothers Avery too. It’s like me saying she wasn’t close with them was a piece of the puzzle or something. It’s weird, but he is grinning like a kid in a candy store, and I really don’t know what he is up to. “Well, nonetheless, I bet you’re excited?”

She smiles politely. “Excited?”

“For everything. Married to the prospected number-one draft choice. Hell, he looks good too. So you know the baby you’re having is going to be a looker. In my opinion, you hit the lottery, honey.”

Ellen laughs with him, but I just stare, glare really, as Avery eyes him suspiciously. “I’m not sure what you’re implying, Mark. But all that stuff is just bonuses to the fact that I love Jace. Him. As a person.”

I look back to my dad, and he’s just grinning. “I wasn’t implying anything, sweetheart. Just making conversation.”

“Oh, well, then, yes, I’m very excited to be married and expecting with the most amazing, perfect guy in the world,” she says, looking at me with a smile, but when I wink, her grin grows. “I got lucky.”

“Please, I’m the lucky one,” I say, emotion thick in my voice.

“Aren’t y’all just sweet? Aren’t they, Mark? They sound like us,” Ellen coos and he smiles, kissing her cheek.

Meanwhile, I’m gagging and rethinking how I flirt with my wife. Looking at Avery, I can tell she’s thinking the same. Before anyone else can say anything, our salads come and we start eating. In silence. Thick, tension-filled silence. I don’t want to be here, and every glance Avery throws me lets me know she feels the same. I just don’t trust my dad, and I know I’m not the only one. Hell, I don’t even think Ellen trusts him. I don’t miss the way she watches him every time a waitress comes to the table asking us if we want refills.

He’s a fraud, and I think he’s the only one who doesn’t know that.

But I need him to give me my trust fund.

So I’ll play nice.

It’s just so painful. All through the next course he talks happily with us, telling us about their trips all over the place and even how he picked up three new clients. “I tried to get Jayden and Jude to sign with me, but they weren’t having it.”

“Their loss,” Ellen says with a wave and I glare. But before I can say anything, Avery’s hand covers mine, shaking her head.

It isn’t worth the fight.

By the time dessert comes, I’m sitting on the edge of my seat, dying to know what is going on. He hasn’t brought up my trust fund, and I don’t want to because I really don’t want Avery to know I asked. I don’t want her to know I’m desperate enough to go to him, but it may come to that. I might have to look weak in front of my wife. That thought almost has me keeping my mouth shut. But all I can think about is the conversation with my coach this afternoon where he said someone complained about Avery basically living in the house. He told me he didn’t want to cause an issue, but I need to stop having her over. I understand that, I do, but she’s my wife. I want to sleep with her, make sure she is okay.

Damn it.

Swallowing hard, I clear my throat and say, “So, Dad, about my trust fund?”

Avery’s head whips up as she looks from me to my dad and then back. She’s essentially burning a hole in the side of my face as my dad wipes his mouth and sits back in his seat. “About that… You know I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

My heart sinks as I lay my fork down, my hands shaking. “Dad, like I explained, we have to move off campus and I really need that money.”

“Jace,” I hear her whisper beside me, but I ignore her.

“Yeah, I know. I hear ya. So I spent the afternoon working up a contact for a nice little condo, right outside of campus, six-minute ride in. It will all be paid for, utilities included for the next year. I know you won’t need it that long, but just in case. Figure this way, you don’t have to worry about working—which I thought you said you were quitting—and you each can focus on hockey and songwriting.”

Ellen is beaming beside him. Yeah, it sounds great, but I don’t want anything from him. “Wow, that’s awesome, Dad. But I really didn’t want a handout.”

He laughs. “Jace, don’t be so proud. I want to help you, your wife, and my grandbaby. Call it a wedding gift if you need to so you feel better about it.”

I hold his gaze because I know there is a catch. There has to be; there is no way he is this okay with everything. He’s being too overly nice. It doesn’t make sense. I look to Avery to find her watching me, and I can see it in her eyes.

She doesn’t want his help.

Swallowing again, I look back at him as he asks, “How’s that sound?”

“I mean, how can I turn it down?” I say and Avery looks away, shaking her head. But I take her hand, squeezing it hard. “But what’s the catch?”

My dad’s grin grows. “Catch?”

“Yeah, I know you aren’t going to do all that without something in return. Do I pay you back when I sign my contract?”

“Maybe he’s just trying to be nice?” Ellen suggests, but I shake my head.

“No, my dad doesn’t work like that. You’re new. Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out,” I say, returning my gaze to my dad, and he’s still smiling. “So?”

“No, son, you don’t have to pay me back. I’ll even sign your trust fund over to you if you really want me to.”

“Okay?”

“If…”

There it is.

“If?”

“Two things,” he says, leaning on the table. “Avery has to sign a prenup that she can’t touch any of your trust fund or future salary if you two divorce.”

Avery gasps, her hand coming down hard on the table. “How dare you? I would never.”

Squeezing her other hand, I shake my head as she looks at me. “And?”

“Jace?”

But I shake my head again, giving her a sideways glance. She snaps her mouth shut as my dad’s lips curve into an even more sinister grin. “And I want you to cut off all contact with your mom and siblings.”

I can’t help it. I burst out laughing.

“What? Are you insane?” Avery gasps, her eyes wide, and I just laugh. This dude is ridiculous.

“No, they are trying to pull him away from me, and I don’t want that. I love you, Jace. I want to have a relationship with you. I want to see my grandchild.”

I just shake my head. “If you loved me, you wouldn’t want to keep me from my family,” I yell at him and his eyes darken.

“I will do what is needed to maintain my relationship with you. If I have to bribe you, I will.”

“Do you know how pathetic that is?”

“He loves you!” Ellen yells at me, but I hold my hand up.

“Shut the fuck up,” I snap at her, my gaze locking with my father’s.

He holds my gaze. I can’t believe him. He thinks this is okay. But there is no way in hell I would ever agree to this. I will sleep separate from Avery, or hell, I’ll share a room with her and Mekena before I ever entertain this. Trying to regain my composure, I sigh. But before I can tell him to fuck off, my gorgeous wife is talking.

“You are a despicable waste of space if you think he’s doing that,” she sneers, standing up and throwing her napkin on her plate. Looking down at me, she pins me with a look. “There is no way in hell I’m letting you do this. And if you do this, you’ll be living by yourself. There is no chance that I’ll live with you, when doing what he asks would break your mom’s heart.” Leaning down, she takes my face in her hands and begs me with her eyes. “I know what you’re doing. You’re desperate and you don’t have to be. We are fine without this douche canoe’s fucking money. You hear me, Jace Ryan Sinclair?”

Her eyes search mine and I can’t help but smile. Damn it, I love this girl. “I hear you.”

She lets out a sigh of relief. “Oh thank God, I really thought you were gonna do it.”

“Fuck no,” I say with a laugh. “I love you, baby, but my mom and brothers and sister are a part of me.”

“Completely agree,” she says with a nod. “So you tell him to go fuck himself and let’s go.”

“Whoa, now. Let’s discuss this. And don’t you talk to me like that, you little—”

“Watch yourself, Dad,” I warn, turning out of her hands to glare at him. Slowly standing, I take her hand in mine and kiss the back of it before resting it on my chest. “As my gorgeous, amazing wife just said, go fuck yourself and never contact me again.”

He stands up abruptly, his chair falling behind him as he pins me with a heated gaze. “You treat me with some respect, boy. You wouldn’t have half the shit you have now if it weren’t for me.”

“Yeah, I know. And I already regret it. Come on, baby,” I say, pulling Avery with me as we walk out of the room. Her fingers squeeze mine and I know I just passed up the chance of a lifetime.

A smooth ride until I go into the draft.

But I’d rather struggle with the love and respect of my family and Avery than take anything from that man.
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“Jace, what the hell were you thinking?”

He chances a glance at me, shaking his head. “Apparently, I wasn’t if I thought that was going to work out.”

“Jace, you don’t need anything from him.”

“Um, my trust fund would have been nice,” he corrects, but I shake my head. “It was just an idea. It’s fine.”

“No. You’re losing your shit, Jace. You aren’t sleeping, you’re constantly worried, and I don’t know why you won’t lean on me a bit. That’s what I’m here for.”

“No, I’m supposed to be your rock, not the other way around.”

Flabbergasted, I throw my hands up. “Um, dumbass, we are supposed to be each other’s rock! You are trying to do it all. Let me help. Do you want me to get a better-paying job? I will.”

“Hell no. You focus on your songwriting. I got this.”

“If you say you got this one more fucking time, I swear, Jace, I will cut you. I’ll cut off your dick. Straight off.”

He scoffs and shakes his head. “Calm down.”

“Calm down?”

“Yes, you’re overreacting. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine! The last month has been hell, you are a mess, you are worried about me constantly, and in return, you are making me worried.”

He sets me with a look. “No, you don’t worry. That’s my job.”

“Let it be mine too. Together. We are supposed to do this together.”

He doesn’t say anything, only shakes his head once more before pulling into his parking spot at the Bullies’ house. I clear my throat. “I know you think you can handle everything, but that isn’t fair. I don’t know how many times I gotta tell you this is a partnership, but I will till I’m blue in the damn face,” I yell and he leans his head back. “Are you even hearing me right now?” I ask, tears stinging my eyes. “I just want to alleviate some of the stress.”

“I can’t let you,” he roars and I cower toward the door as he sits up, demanding my attention. “Avery, I can’t let you because I don’t know if you can handle it. Do you know what it would do to me if you started cutting again? Or if one day you just decided you wanted to die because it is all too much to handle? I can’t fucking do it.”

My jaw drops and my heart just stops. “Jace…”

“No. It kills me inside. I can’t ever let you get to that place. I will take on everything, fight every single one of the battles alone, as long as you are happy and feel loved. I don’t want you to feel alone, I don’t want to you worry, I don’t want you to think I don’t have this, because I do. Even though some days I’m pretty sure I don’t. But I can’t tell you that because I’m scared… I’m so fucking scared I’ll fail you.” He stops, sucking in a breath, moving his hands through his hair and then down his face as my heart just aches for him. He’s been dealing with so much, but he didn’t reach for me.

“I sit up at night, praying I do right by you, that I don’t get hurt so I can give you and our child the life y’all deserve. Yeah, it’s been sucking, but I won’t fail you, Avery. I just fucking won’t. So yeah, I’m not asking you for help, but it’s not ’cause I can’t use it, I could. But I love you too much to let you. I need you to be healthy and happy. I can do it all. I know I can.”

Reaching out, I take his hands in mine and squeeze. “But you don’t have to,” I stress. “Jace, I’m fine. I’ve never been happier, and yeah, I have a shitty past of being weak. But don’t you get that since I met you, I’m not that girl anymore? I don’t even think about it, I don’t even crave it, I love my life too much to ever end it, baby.”

“But if it gets bad, if you start to hate it—”

“I won’t,” I say, my lips curving up. “Not when you’re in it.”

He drops his head, shaking it as he sucks in a breath. “I just want to make you happy.”

“You do, Jace,” I whisper, lifting his head so I can look into his sorrow-filled eyes. “But you gotta let me help. We can do this together. Let me take some of the stress. We can figure it out. Together. No more battles fought alone, only together.”

He holds my gaze, his lips trembling, and he slowly nods. “Okay. I’m sorr—”

“Don’t you dare. What are you apologizing for? Loving me? No, don’t you dare.”

The side of his mouth quirks up as he cups my face. “I love you, Avery Sinclair.”

“I love you too,” I whisper as my mouth presses to his. Closing my eyes tightly, I can’t believe this man is my husband. This big, thick-headed, headstrong man is my everything. And while he’s frustrating as hell, he has a heart of gold. Parting, I gaze into his eyes and I shrug. “So we wait for something to open up here.”

His grin falls as he shrugs. “Coach said you can’t stay over more than twice a week. Someone complained.”

My heart sinks. “Then you can stay with me if you have to, but we can sleep apart.”

“I don’t want to.”

“I don’t either, but I won’t have you looking bad in front of your team or getting in trouble.”

He nods. “We’ll figure it out.”

“We will. Together.”

He sucks in a breath and lets it out. “Together.”

Leaning his head to mine, he kisses my nose and my eyes drift shut, so in love with this man. I’m not even worried or scared. Yeah, it will suck to sleep apart, but we will be okay.

When a tap comes to the window, we both look over to see a cop standing next to the door. “What the fuck?” he asks as he rolls down the window. “Officer?”

“Are you Jace Sinclair?”

My heart jumps into my throat, because I’m sure this cop doesn’t want an autograph from the number one prospected draftee.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m gonna have to ask you and your friend to get out of the car. Clear it out. It’s being repossessed.”

Jace’s brows crash together. “Repossessed? My dad got me this car.”

The cop nods and shrugs. “I know, son. He’s the one repossessing it.”

When Jace looks at me, all I can do is shake my head as I cover my mouth.

That son of a bitch.
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“Who the fuck does that to their kid?” Markus barks as he paces the room. Moving my hand up and down Jace’s back, l close my eyes as I lean against his arm. I am trying to hold back my tears, but it’s so hard. It was just so sad watching him take everything out of his car and hand the keys over, the look of pure defeat in his eyes.

“An asshole,” Jace bites out, his body trembling with anger. I’ve never seen him this angry, and I don’t know what to do but hold him. But really, who does this? Yeah, don’t get me wrong, we were rude to him. But you don’t take something from someone that you gave to them. “It’s my fault. I should have had him put it in my name.”

He groans, dropping his face into his hands, and my heart aches.

“This is insane, dude. I’m sorry.”

Jace shrugs. “What’s done is done.”

“If you need my car, you got it.”

“Thanks, bro,” he says and I squeeze him.

“You can use mine too,” I say, even though I’ve already offered.

He squeezes my thigh and then kisses my forehead. “Thanks, babe.”

“Have you told your mom? Jude or Jayden?”

Jace shakes his head, letting it fall back as he stares up at the ceiling. “No, I don’t want to worry them or hear ‘I told you so.’” When he stands suddenly, I watch as he kicks a shoe out of the way, groaning out loud. “God, I can’t believe this shit.”

“He is such a fucking dick,” Markus says, and I want to agree, but I’m still very upset with him for what he did to Mekena. I know Jace has said it was a mistake, but I can’t look at him the same. Especially when I know how upset Mekena still is. When Jace reaches for the door and leaves, slamming it behind him, I want to follow, but Markus shakes his head. “Give him a minute.”

I glare at him and cross my arms, which he rolls his eyes at. “You can’t be mad at me forever.”

“Yes, I can.”

He smiles softly. “You know it was a mistake, right?”

“A mistake that hurt my friend, but I can’t talk about this right now. I’m worried about Jace.”

He nods, his eyes full of remorse, but it’s not okay. He broke my friend’s heart. Clearing his throat, he says, “Me too. I wish he’d just call one of his brothers, or even Lucy. He won’t, though, he’s too proud. But he needs them.”

I bite the inside of my cheek and I agree. They know the pain he is feeling. And while, yeah, I have a shitty family, I don’t know his dad the way his siblings do. When Markus turns to go back to his game, I reach for Jace’s phone, sending Jude’s number to myself before deleting the text on his phone so he doesn’t know I sent it. I may be doing something wrong, but in a way, it’s not. It’s right. Jace needs his brother.

When the door opens, I set his phone down quickly as Jace shuts the door behind himself. His eyes and face are red, like he’s been crying, and that breaks my heart. “I’m gonna head back to my dorm.”

He gives me a look. “Really? You don’t want to stay?”

I shrug. “Why don’t you play some video games? Maybe get a full night’s sleep without me tossing and turning?” I add with a grin. “You also have work and hockey in the morning and always wake me up. So this way, we both can sleep.”

He nods, a smile on his face that doesn’t reach his eyes, before he reaches for me, kissing me on the side of my mouth. “I don’t want you to leave, though.”

“I know, but if I stay, I’ll fall asleep and I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“And fuck the dude who ran his mouth. I’ll find them for you, Avery. Then maybe you’ll like me,” Markus calls back to me, a huge smile on his face, and I roll my eyes.

“Doubt it, but thanks.”

Jace smiles, holding me close. “Be nice to my friend.” I give him a look and he grins. “Try to be nice.”

“I said thanks,” I remind him and he rolls his eyes. “Fine, whatever. I’m gonna go, okay?”

“No, not okay, but yeah. I’ll see you in the morning?”

“Yup. I’ll meet ya at the shop.”

“Cool, I love you,” he says, hugging me tightly before kissing my nose.

“I love you too.” I kiss his lips while my fingers tangle in his shirt. I put everything into the kiss. I can still hear his outburst from earlier, his fears and concerns rattling my soul. I never want him to feel like that. I never want him to worry about that again. It’s in the past. We have future so bright, he shouldn’t even be thinking about it. I know I don’t. I can’t.

When we part, I kiss his chin before reaching for my bag and putting it on my shoulder. “Go to sleep early? Please?”

“Yeah, I hear you.”

“Thank you. Love you.” He smiles as I wave and open the door.

“Love you,” he calls as I shut it behind me and climb up the stairs. When I get into the frigid air, I suck in a deep breath. Well, tonight was a clusterfuck. Shaking my head, I walk toward my car, hopeful my plan will work because I can’t let Jace hold this in, not when his brother can help. I may be stepping out of line, but he’s my husband. So I’m allowed to, I think? Getting into my car, I lock the doors and start the engine before searching for my phone.

When I find it, it’s blinking with a text.

 

Jace: I miss you, don’t leave.

 

I smile.

 

Me: Dork. I can’t stay and you know it.

Jace: Then I’ll come stay with you.

Me: And sleep in my mini bed? No, we both need sleep.

Jace: God, this fucking blows. Maybe we should just get an apartment?

Me: Just relax, we can talk more tomorrow.

Jace: Okay, be careful going home.

Me: I’ll text you in a bit.

 

Scrolling up, I find where I sent Jude’s number and tap it to call. As I wait for him to answer, I check the time. It’s late. He shouldn’t be at a game, but then, what do I know? I pull out of the parking spot just as he answers.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Jude. It’s Avery.”

He pauses. “Avery, is everything okay?”

“Well, yeah…but no.”

“Okay?”

“Are you busy?”

“Not for you. What’s up?

“It’s Jace.”

“What’s wrong?”

Biting into my lip, I turn to go toward my building. “Well, as you know, we are married and pregnant.”

“Yeah, I know,” he says with a laugh and I smile.

“Sorry, I’m nervous.”

“Nervous? Avery, we’re family.”

I pause, chewing on my lip. I should have called Jayden. Swallowing hard, I say, “Yeah, but I don’t think you like me much.”

“What? Why would you think that? I think you’re awesome.”

That makes me smile, but I can’t help but feel he doesn’t like me. I know why; it’s because of what Seth told him. Clearing my throat, I say, “Well, thanks, but I can’t shake the feeling you don’t approve of me because of what my brother told you.”

“Ah,” he says slowly.

“But for what it’s worth, I don’t have a relationship with my family the way you guys do. While some of what Seth said was true, the stuff about my dad interfering with Caleb’s career is not true. He didn’t do that. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, and I just want you to know that I will do everything I can to make sure Jace is happy.”

I’m met with silence and then he clears his throat. “If I didn’t think you were good for my brother, you wouldn’t be here, Avery. I like you, I’m excited to get to know you, and I love that you make my brother happy.”

“He makes me happy,” I say, pulling into my parking spot and putting the car in park.

“He’s a good dude. But I have a question.”

“Yeah?”

“You said most of what Seth said was true. So you tried to commit suicide?”

I swallow hard as I pick at the hole in my jeans. “I did.”

“Wow, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, bad, bad time in my life, but I’m not that person anymore.”

“Yeah, you made it. I’m proud, and I think I like you even more.”

I smile. “Thanks.”

“Anytime. But what’s going on with my brother?”

Sucking in a breath, I let it out and then unload. He listens, doesn’t interrupt me or even comment. He just listens, and when I’m finished, he releases a long breath. “I told him not to trust that fucker. Damn it, so he doesn’t have a car?”

“No, I told him he could use mine, and Markus said he can use his too.”

“Okay, well, I’ll have my mom bring out Jayden’s old car tomorrow so at least he has a ride. And why doesn’t he use his scholarship money for an apartment? He can do that. As long as he can prove it’s an apartment within a—” He pauses and then calls Claire’s name. “Babe, how many miles does the apartment have to be within for the scholarship money to apply?”

“Fifteen, I think,” I hear her say. “Riverbend is where all my friends stayed.”

“Ah, yeah, Riverbend. He can do that and have the rent and utilities covered under his scholarship money. I know he has housing money since staying at the Bullies’ house is free. So I don’t know what the problem is.”

“They didn’t tell us that.” I say and he sighs.

“They won’t ’cause when we don’t spend all our scholarship money, they can give it to someone else.”

“Oh,” I say and then I shake my head. “Can you please call him? Talk to him?”

“Oh yeah, I planned on it. Trust and believe that,” he says and I smile. I love when Jace says that. “Listen, thanks for calling me. It shows how much you care.”

“I love him.”

“Yeah, I can tell. And thank you. Really. We’ll get y’all taken care of. I just wish he would have told me sooner.”

“He’s so proud, doesn’t want to ask, and thinks he can do it all.”

“Well, he needs to cut that shit out.”

I laugh. “That’s what I said.”

“Okay, well, you take care. I’ll see you at Christmas?”

“Yeah,” I agree and I smile. “Thanks, Jude.”

“Anytime.”

Hanging up the phone, I grin. That went really well. I actually feel good about that. As much as I wish I could have been the one to make Jace feel better, I know his brother can. Which is okay with me. I love his relationship with his family, and I appreciate the help. Getting out of the car, I lock up before heading inside. When I reach my room, I open the door to see Mekena lying on the bed reading, of course.

“Hey, didn’t think you’d be coming back tonight.”

“I can’t stay at the Bullies’ house more than twice a week. Someone outed us.”

“Jerk, probably that douche Markus.”

I shake my head. “He loves me and Jace, even though I’m a bitch to him.”

She smiles. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” I say, throwing my bag on my bed. “He told me again what he did was a mistake.”

“Yeah, he told me that too when he tried to talk to me yesterday.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him he doesn’t deserve my tears or my time, and I walked away.”

“Good girl,” I say as I take off my shirt and pants, throwing Jace’s sweatshirt to the side. Climbing into my bed, I look over at her. “Do you think you’ll ever forgive him?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. He slept with my sister.”

“No, I hear you,” I say, holding my hands up. “Just wondering.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” she says sadly, cuddling deeper into her blankets. “Would you forgive him?”

I shake my head. “Hell no.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you still love him?” I ask, looking over at her, and she nods slowly.

“Unfortunately.” I give her a small smile and she shrugs. “Love sucks.”

“It can,” I agree as I get my guitar and bring it into my lap.

“Not for you, though,” she says with a grin and I smile.

“Nope. I got lucky.”

“You did.”

Nodding to my guitar, I ask, “Will I bother you?”

She shakes her head. “Not at all. I welcome it.”

I smile and then I start to play my song for my baby. Mekena doesn’t know. No one does yet, but that doesn’t stop me from singing this song.

I hear your heartbeat inside me.

So strong.

So fast.

How can I love you?

When I haven’t even met you.

There are no words.

Just the sound

Of your heartbeat.

And I’m complete.

When my phone sounds, I stop playing and get up to get it out of my bag. Sitting back down, I hit the home button to see its Jace.

 

Jace: Thank you.

Jace: He told me you called him. I needed to talk to him.

Me: I know, you’re welcome.

Jace: Want to meet at the housing office after your first class?

Me: Yeah, 9:20?

Jace: Sounds good. I’ll come right from practice.

Me: Cool. Do you feel better?

Jace: Loads. I have a plan that will work.

Me: Good.

Jace: Have I told you I love you today?

Me: Yeah, but it doesn’t get old.

Jace: I love you, Avery. So much.

Me: I love you too.
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I’m late and I totally blame Lucy.

My sister is an awesome designer, but crap, she is slow as hell. Rushing through traffic, the tarp that is covering the back passenger window flaps and I roll my eyes. Stupid car window wouldn’t roll up, but I wouldn’t have this car if it weren’t for Jude, so I’ll take what I can get because Avery and I need separate cars. That girl is busy going downtown for her internship, and I’m working more, along with killing myself on the ice.

But I have to.

Because I never want Avery to worry about anything ever again. I know she said she can handle it, and she probably can, but why should she? It’s been three weeks since my dad fucked me over and Jude called to help. As much as I didn’t want to ask for help, I hadn’t realized how much I needed it until he called. All because of Avery. That girl loves me, and man, I love her. So I have to make her proud. I have to give her everything she wants and needs. Once I sign my contract, and Ralph better hope it’s big, everything will fall into place.

But even right now, as I rush through traffic in a clunker of a car, I’m happy. Our right now is good. We are both working hard, we finally have a place, and now we shouldn’t have to worry about anything else. Well, her parents and douche brother are coming into town, but I have a good feeling about her dad. He’s been texting her, checking on her, and actually trying. Which has been nice. I don’t miss the smile that comes over her face when he texts, but I also don’t miss the way she yearns for her mother. She’s been calling mine a lot, and Lucy. Those women are three peas in a pod and I love it.

But I know she wants her mom.

It kills me, it really does, but what can I do? I don’t even know these people, but I want to help.

I want her to be happy.

And I think she will be when she sees the apartment. Parking my car beside hers, I get out and run inside the coffee shop. She must have been watching the door because when I enter, she smiles as she hits the top of her loop pedal and a sick-ass beat drops. Grinning, I maneuver around the tables to my table in the front. I sit down and she closes her eyes as she sings, her face breaking into a grin as she hits notes that are just mind-blowing.

A part of me wishes she would pursue the singing part. I love her voice, but her anxiety has gotten worse. She’s stopped going to her downtown gigs three times a week. She only goes once a week now, and I told her it was a bad idea since a lot of music people hang out downtown. But she says it freaks her out. It scares me that her anxiety is getting worse, but she showed me an article that said it could happen with the extra hormones that are running through her body. She’s been on top of it, though, and I’m thankful for that.

Because I can’t fucking lose her.

I just can’t.

When the song ends, I look up and grin as she changes the tempo with a hit of her foot. A fast beat starts very softly in the background. I know that beat, it’s ingrained in my head and I’ll never forget it. With her eyes on me, she starts the chords to what I know is our baby’s song, “Heartbeat.” While my song was my favorite before, this one just hits me straight in the gut. It’s perfect and the words… Jesus, they are just awe-inspiring.

As her eyes close and she sings, her voice making the song a billion times better, I watch her. I can’t believe that is my wife. The rest of my existence. I can’t see my baby, the little bump that grows every day, but I don’t need to see it to know it’s there.

His eyes.

My smile.

What will you have?

Will you ever realize how much we love you?

How we couldn’t ever lose you?

That you make life worth living.

Closing my eyes, I slowly nod my head as she sings, her voice hitting me in the soul. Each word holds a certain kind of promise. A promise that our child will hold in its heart for the rest of its life. I haven’t heard the song completely put together like this yet, and it’s beautiful. So damn perfect, and I can’t wait until the moment she sings it to our baby.

As our eyes meet, hers misty with tears, I smile.

Because I think I just fell in love with her all over again.
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When Avery pulls up beside me in front of our new apartment, she flashes me a bright grin as I pull open her door. She hasn’t seen the apartment yet; she doesn’t even know I’ve had the keys for the last three days. I want to surprise her, and I know it might be silly, but I’m excited for her to see home Lucy made for us.

“It’s a big building,” she says as I take her bag. “Should I have gone and gotten my stuff?”

I shake my head, shutting her door and reaching for her hand. “Later. Let’s go check it out.”

“Eek! I’m excited!”

I can tell. She’s trembling and so am I. I hope I don’t give away the surprise because I’m so excited. This is our home. Our first place together, and for some reason, that means a lot to me. Is it perfect? Hell no, it’s small. Thankfully we don’t have a baby yet because I’m really not sure how all of us could fit, but it works. It’s ours. Plus, we aren’t sharing it with anyone and there aren’t twenty other guys being loud and stinking it up. It’s ours. Mine and hers.

As we head up the first set of stairs, she’s all smiles as she asks, “How did you like my set?”

“Awesome as always,” I say with a grin. “I really love the baby’s song.”

“Doesn’t it sound awesome? I love it so hard. I can’t wait to sing it at the showcase.”

“Me either.”

“Stu thinks it will sell quick.”

“I agree.”

“I think I want to buy you a new car with my first check, if it does well,” she says, trailing off, and I smile.

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to,” she says, leaning into me. “I want to give you something for a change.”

“You give me something every day.”

She throws me a look and shakes her head. “Aren’t we done with Lame Line Larry? We are married now. Don’t need the lines.”

“They aren’t lines,” I laugh, pinning her with a look. “It’s the truth.”

She grins as she bounces on the balls of her feet, a pleased look on her face as we come to a stop in front of our door. Pulling the keys out, I unlock it and push the door open.

“Welcome home,” I say and she flashes a wide grin as I hit the lights and she goes in. Standing in the doorway, I wait as she looks around, taking in all the awesome things Lucy did. She let me rent all her staging furniture, so the apartment is fully furnished. It’s a little classier than anything I would actually have, but she was convinced Avery would love it.

But when Avery looks back at me, her brows pulled together and her face twisted, my heart sinks. “You don’t like it?”

She shakes her head. “No, I love it. But I didn’t think it would come furnished and especially not with awesome stuff like this.”

I smile. “Lucy did it.”

Her face breaks into a grin. “She did?”

“Yeah, as a housewarming gift. Also, we owe her babysitting for the renting of the furniture, but look,” I say, shutting the door and pulling her through the living room.

“My guitar is here?” she asks, pointing to the corner where it sits, and I nod.

“I had Mekena bring over all your stuff.”

“Really?” she gushes as I pause by the wall between the kitchen and living room. I look up and a big canvas picture of the day we got married looks back at us. I love this picture. We’ve been married for a little over a month now and it’s still my wallpaper on my phone and computer. I glance over at her, and she’s covering her mouth as she takes it in. “We looked so busted that day.”

I laugh, nodding as I snake my arm around her waist. “But we are still hot.”

“This is true,” she says, kissing my cheek before turning and taking it all in. We weren’t allowed to paint, so the walls are still a pale gray, but the furniture is so full of color that it kind of doesn’t matter. The kitchen is small, really only appliances and one counter, but Lucy still dressed it up, putting little touches of us all over the house.

“How many bedrooms?”

“Just two, with a bathroom and closet between them.” I take her hand and bring her to the first bedroom, which is our room. A huge bed sits in the middle with pictures of us all over the walls, but when I glance at her, she isn’t looking at the walls, but at the bed.

“That’s one big bed,” she says with a wink and I grin.

“Yup, lots of room to lie in.”

“That and to do the naughty with no one walking in on us.”

“Thank God.”

Leaning into me, she waggles her eyebrows at me. “Wanna break it in?”

I laugh as I take her into my arms, kissing her nose and then the side of her mouth as she presses into me. Looking up at me, she runs her finger down my jaw and then my throat before going up on her toes to kiss me softly on my lips. Pulling only a breath away, she whispers, “This is amazing.”

Tilting my head to hers, I move my nose along hers, feeling all kinds of things that I made her happy. It’s all over her face, in her eyes, and the way her lips are curving. She loves it. Swallowing hard, I kiss her lips and then cock my head to the left. “Let me show you one more thing.”

“Tease.” She laughs as I pull her through the bathroom, the only room that’s actually big and huge because of the position of the walk-in closet. “Ooh, this is nice.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I laugh as I keep pulling her through.

“Aw, you put away my clothes?” she asks, pausing to look, but I pull her again.

“I did. By the way, you have a lot of clothes. Come on,” I say before pulling her into what I’ve decided is the baby’s room as she laughs. A crib sits up against the wall, and when she sees it, Avery gasps as she looks up at me.

“We won’t bring the baby here, though? It’ll be born after school’s out.”

I shrug. “Yeah, but Lucy gave us Angie’s crib. It’s superawesome, apparently. Really expensive. My mom got it for her, and she wanted us to have it. Guess she needed room or something, I don’t know. But I figure we can keep baby things in here.”

Her lips curve as she leans her head to my chest. “This is all so sweet.”

Wrapping my arms around her shoulders, I nuzzle my nose in her hair. “Do you like it? The apartment?”

She nods against me. “I do. I love it. It’s ours.”

“It is. But hey, go look in the crib.”

She looks up at me, suspicion in her eyes. “There isn’t like some creepy baby doll in there, is there?” She moves out of my arms and I roll my eyes.

“No, freak, just go look.” Walking behind her, I stop when she does and smile when she gasps.

“Oh my goodness,” she coos, picking up the little Bullies jersey. Turning to me, her lips puckered out, she holds it up. “It’s perfect.”

“I figured baby needs one.”

“They do,” she giggles as she lifts her shirt and lays it against her little bump. I know it’s such a simple little movement, something that women probably do all the time, but it does something to me. I don’t know, but it just seems so much more real when she stands like that, her hands grasping her little bump. She looks up at me with tears in her eyes, and I smile as I reach out, poking my baby’s little home. “I never thought this would happen when I met you,” she whispers.

Looking up from her belly, I shrug. “Me either.”

She smiles brightly up at me. “But I’m so happy.”

“Good, that’s what I want.”

Chewing on her lip, she looks down at her stomach. I take a step forward, holding my hands onto hers. As I lean my chin against her forehead, she sucks in a breath. “I’m glad we’re doing this. I’m glad that I grew a pair and walked out of that damn abortion clinic. I can’t believe I thought that was the only way. Watching my stomach grow and realizing that I’ll feel it move soon just blows my mind, you know?”

“Yeah,” I say roughly against her hair. Sliding my hands around her, I hold her to me as I close my eyes. “But you were leaving no matter what. If I had to drag you out, you were gonna have my baby—with me.”

She kisses my throat. “Oh, is that right?”

“Oh yeah, and you know it.”

“I guess I always did,” she whispers, sliding her hands up my chest and around my neck. “But now I couldn’t walk away if I tried.”

“Probably ’cause I’d take out your knees.”

She nods. “There is that.”

“And chain you to the bed.”

“You dirty man,” she gasps and I grin.

“Yeah, sorry for ya. You’re mine.”

“And you’re mine.”

“No doubting that,” I whisper against her temple just as a little pink envelope catches my gaze. “Hey, there is something else in there for you.”

She doesn’t even pause; she lets me go and reaches for the envelope, opening it quickly. Her eyes widen and she grins before looking up at me. “You got it?”

“I told you I would,” I say as she rocks back on her heels.

“Yeah, but it costs a lot. We can wait.”

“Or we can go find out what the baby is early.”

She wiggles her hips before wrapping me up in her arms, her lips coming crashing into mine. Holding her tightly, I slide my hands down her back, gripping her by the back of her thighs before lifting her up and carrying her back to our bedroom. Still kissing her, I lay her down slowly, her fingers threading in my hair as I cover her body with mine, not wanting to hurt her.

“Oh God, we can have sex without interruption. However will we contain our excitement?”

I laugh as I pull her leggings and panties down. “Baby, you don’t have to contain anything.”

Giggling, she throws off her shirt as I do the same, tossing it to the floor with hers. As I undo my pants, I take in her sweet body, her growing abdomen, and then the scars that cover her inner thighs. Leaning down, I kiss her right in the middle of her breast before trailing kisses down her ribs to her belly. I fall between her legs, and they come up, wrapping around my chest as I move my fingers along her. Looking up, she meets my gaze as she slides her fingers into my hair, a little kitten smile on her sweet lips.

A lump forms in my throat as I get lost in her eyes, my finger dancing along the place where my child grows. I wonder what it will look like. Will it have my eyes, hers, or a mixture, changing with its mood? I want to know if it will be a girl, because I think that’s what I want. I want a little version of the person who holds my heart in her hands. I want to come home to my girls, my loves. But then, a little boy would be life-altering too. Someone like me. Tearing up the world. Jeez, it would be awesome. Either way. But I don’t care because what I want is for it to be healthy and come from this gorgeous woman I’m totally in love with.

Moving her finger along my cheekbones, she smiles. “You look like you’re gonna cry.”

Smiling bashfully, I look away, shaking my head. “Men don’t cry.”

She grins, rolling her eyes. “Sure, they don’t.”

“It’s allergies.”

“Oh, those pesky things.”

“For sure,” I say, swallowing hard. “Hey, Avery?”

“Yeah, Jace?”

“Can I tell you something and you not laugh?”

She smiles, her eyes burning into mine. “Yeah.”

I hesitate because it’s kind of corny, but I have to tell her. I want her to know. Clearing my throat free of emotion, I whisper, “I used to think that the ultimate high, the number one thing in my life, was hockey. I used to think nothing could come close to the way the ice makes me feel, the way it smells, the feel of it against my skin. The sounds of my stick against the puck or the rush of scoring. I really thought it was life, but I was wrong.”

Her eyes turn softer as she holds my gaze. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I say, pressing my lips to her belly. “Because nothing can even come close to the smell or feel of your skin. The sounds you make when I kiss you, or touch you, or the rush I feel when I see my baby growing inside of you. I thought I could never love anything more than hockey, but then you came along, and yeah, you’re it. You and our baby.”

When her lip trembles, I smile as I shake my head. She sits up, taking my face in her hands. Kissing my lips, she presses her nose to mine and squeezes her eyes shut tightly. Clearing her throat, she smiles as her lips quirk at the side. “You are everything I never thought I could ever have. The love, the completion, everything. You are really amazing, Jace, and I can’t thank you enough for making me feel important.”

“You don’t have to,” I whisper against her lips. “You won’t ever have to thank me for anything as long as you keep kissing me.”

She smiles against my lips, and my eyes fall shut as she whispers, “Done.”
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I love when he touches my stomach.

I don’t know why, but it’s just so much more real when he does it.

Watching as his finger swirls around my belly button, I kiss his bare chest and snuggle closer to him while still taking in the room we’re lying in. Jace, or maybe it was Lucy, didn’t hold back on designing of every inch of this apartment. She made it a home, with little things that are so us. Pictures hang on a string along the wall by the bathroom, each one reminding me of a moment in our lives. He did all this for me. It’s so sweet, and honestly, it’s taking everything not to break out in tears.

I’m so unbelievably happy.

Has it been easy? Maybe in the beginning. But since the moment I told Jace I was pregnant, it’s been a whirlwind that he has handled with such grace. It blows my mind—this goofy, wannabe player, spoiled brat stepped up and became a man in seconds. I don’t know how I got so lucky to be the one to get the stand-up guy, but I’m pretty sure it was the work of God. He made him for me. Yeah, this isn’t what either of us wanted at this exact moment, but I wouldn’t change anything.

Not when I can’t even stop smiling.

“So,” he says and I look up into his smiling face. “According to the book, we are out of the first trimester.”

“Yeah.” I eye him, unsure where he is going with this. “And?”

“And that means we can make it Facebook-official,” he waggles his eyebrows at me and I laugh as he sits up, pulling on a pair of shorts before grabbing his phone.

“Seriously?” I ask, my body still humming from the amazing love we just made. “Everyone who matters knows.”

“Nothing is official without Facebook,” he says, throwing my panties and bra to me.

“Um, I disagree. This kid is growing with or without Facebook.”

He sticks his tongue out at me, and I roll my eyes as I slip my bra on. “True, but I want everyone to know.”

“Why?” I ask, hooking the clasp.

“’Cause I’m proud of my little family.”

That makes my heart melt as I slide my panties up. Grinning over at him, I say, “Wow, that’s dots worthy.”

He flashes me all his teeth as he reaches for me, pulling me out of the bed. “Hey, just ’cause we are married doesn’t mean I won’t make you swoon still.”

“I think it’s a rule. That stops.”

He scoffs. “Not in this marriage.”

I grin at him, and he hands me his phone before he goes down on his knees. Looking up at me with his lips pressed to my belly, he asks, “How’s this look?”

I shake my head, holding the phone out to the side before clicking the picture. “There.”

Standing up, he takes his phone and nods. “That’s the winner.”

He holds it out for me to see and I grin. We look so cute, his eyes squeezed shut as he kisses our baby. I love how in love he is with our child. He is always talking to it, telling it how much he loves it. It’s beautiful and so awe-inspiring. He blows my mind. Truly.

“It is,” I say roughly and he winks before sitting down beside me. I reach for my phone and he types away as I lean against him. I check my mail while I wait to see what he posts. He’s known for his over-the-top posts, so I’m really excited but a bit nervous. I don’t know why, because everyone already assumes we are pregnant since we got married so quickly. I want people to know we got married because we are in love, not because we were pregnant. But really, would we have done it this way if we hadn’t been pregnant? I know the answer, but I just don’t like that everyone’s right.

When a text sounds, I hit it, seeing that it’s from my mom. I haven’t heard from her in weeks.

 

Mom: Hey honey, you busy?

Me: Nope, we just moved in to the apartment.

Mom: Oh! Fun! Is it nice?

Me: It is for us.

Mom. How sweet! I remember my first apartment. Poor Seth had to sleep in our room with us.

Me: Wow, yeah, we have two bedrooms. Jace already has the crib set up.

Mom: Aw! That’s sweet!

Me: Yeah. I’m happy.

Mom: Good, you should be.

 

I smile at that as another text comes through.

 

Mom: How are you feeling?

 

Closing my eyes, I beg the tears to not fall. I’ve wanted my mom to ask me this since the moment I told her. I wanted her to care, to share funny little stories, and tell me it gets better. Instead, Lucy and Jace’s mom have been doing that.

Not my mom.

And that hurts.

 

Me: I’m not puking anymore, which is awesome, but I’m still tired, all the time.

Mom: Yeah, I slept the whole time I was pregnant with you and Matty. It drains you for sure.

Me: Yeah.

Mom: How far along are you now? 3 months?

 

It surprises me she knows that.

 

Me: Yeah, 13 weeks. We are going in two weeks for the 4-D ultrasound. Just found out today.

Mom: Fun! Right around the time we will be there then.

 

I pause and reach for the appointment card.

 

Me: Actually, two days before you come in.

Mom: Maybe, we’ll come in early, go shopping and get to know Jace.

Me: I’d like that.

Mom: Let me see what I can do. Are you guys good for Thanksgiving?

Me: Yeah, we are going to Jace’s mom’s with his sister. His brothers and their wives can’t come in this year, so his mom wants to have one more Thanksgiving with Jace before he drafts.

Mom: Oh, okay, I was gonna ask if you wanted to come here.

Me: Sorry, we have plans.

Mom: That’s fine. Okay, well, I’ll let you go. I’ll let you know if we come in early.

Me: Awesome.

Mom: Love you.

Me: Love you.

 

“She’s trying,” Jace says from over my shoulder and I give him a look.

“Stalker.”

He laughs. “Hush, you were nice. Good job.”

“You make me sound like a bitch.”

He grins. “No, I just know they get under your skin.”

“Yeah,” I say slowly, letting out a long breath. “You done?”

“Yup, check it out. It’s epic.”

“Oh God,” I giggle before going to my Facebook. Hitting the notification that says I’m tagged in a post by Jace Sinclair, I smile at the black and white picture that appears on my screen.

 

Jace Sinclair:

He shoots. He scores. Drafting a new member to our family!

I couldn’t be happier to announce that my gorgeous, amazing, hell of a singer wife is expecting our first baby. We haven’t thought of a name yet, but I still think Gretzky is good for a boy. Either way, I just want a healthy baby with my love’s eyes. My life is almost complete, and I can’t wait for our future. I love you, Avery Rose Sinclair. More than I can ever put into words. #babysinclair #julybaby #notafoodbaby

 

“Oh my God, you are insane,” I say, laughing at the last tag. “But that’s super sweet. I love you too.”

“Damn right,” he says, nuzzling my neck and kissing it. “Big things are coming for us,” he whispers against my neck, and I smile as his hand rests against my belly.

I couldn’t agree more.

While before I was scared of what those big things could be, if they would be good or bad, I don’t anymore. I can’t—not when I’m so in love with my husband and my baby.

Life is too good to worry about anything.

I just hope that doesn’t change.
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The next two weeks rush by; Thanksgiving is a blur of lots of food and pie. Good Lord, Mrs. Sinclair makes the best pie in the whole world and it was awesome. Thanksgiving with the Sinclairs is way better than with the Haverbrookes. My family was hardly ever together, and even though Jude, Claire, Jayden, and Baylor were not there, it was still a lot of fun. It’s obvious Mrs. Sinclair loves her children and hated that they couldn’t come to dinner, both away for games, but she was still the best host. It’s easy to say I love his family almost as much as I love him. They treat me like I’ve been around my whole life and they are so supportive. Mrs. Sinclair begged me to sing for her, and even Jace’s coach was impressed with my singing. It was awesome.

I just wish I could sing in front of big crowds. Lately, it has been so bad, and I’m even struggling with going to the coffee shop. I don’t know what is going on, but the more I write with Stu, the more I like that no one has to look at me or scrutinize me while I’m singing. Jace says it’s in my head, but I don’t know, it’s just freaking me out. I’m actually nervous about the showcase that is quickly approaching, but Jace reassures me that the whole place will be full of our family, so I have nothing to worry about.

Our family.

God, I love the sound of that.

While the last two weeks have been full of hockey, writing, and holidays, I have been excited for today. Today we find out what we are having, and I’m totally ready. As I sit in the lobby of the 4-D ultrasound office, Jace sits beside me, bouncing like a two-year-old as we wait to be called back. We are both so excited that we can’t even speak as we watch the door, ready to go back. Rubbing my little belly, I glance over at Jace when he looks at me.

“Why am I nervous?”

I smile. “I have no clue.”

“Are you nervous?”

I shrug. “No, why would I be?”

“I don’t know. So you’re not?”

“I am now!” I laugh and he smiles sheepishly.

“I just want it to be perfect.”

“It will be,” I say and he leans over, kissing my cheek.

“Coming from me and you? Yeah, you’re right.”

“Like always.” He gives me a look I grin at before shaking his head and looking back at the door. Rocking back and forth in the chair, I bite on the inside of my cheek as nervousness settles in the middle of my gut. I blame him completely. But unlike him, I’m not nervous about the appointment. I’m nervous because afterward we are meeting my parents for dinner. They came in early, like my mom had said. That surprises me but also makes me happy, I guess. I don’t know. I’m trying not to get my hopes up.

When Jace’s hand slides into mine, I cover it with my other hand and smile over at him as he says, “I think I want a boy.”

I laugh. “Okay, let the technician know. Hopefully, they have boys left.”

He gives me a look and I grin. “You still want a boy, right?”

I shrug. “I just want a healthy little nugget. That’s it.”

He gives me a look. “So, a boy?”

Laughing, I nod. “Yeah, a boy.”

I’ve always wanted a son first, someone to be the rock for his siblings. I always craved that and never got it, so I want to teach my kids right. A boy would be great, but then a little girl to be best friends with would be wonderful too. I don’t know. I really do just want a healthy baby.

“Me too, but then a little girl like you could be awesome.”

Putting my chin against his bicep, I grin up at him. “This is true. I am awesome.”

“I fully agree,” he says, kissing my nose just as the door opens.

We both sit up straight as the lady calls, “Sinclair?”

I stand first and hold my hand up. “Here.”

“Dork, we aren’t in school,” Jace teases, standing up and smacking my butt. I glare playfully up at him as we follow the technician to the back.

“So Avery and Jace, right?”

I smile. “Yup.”

“Awesome. My name is Marilu and I’ll be your technician.”

“Great,” I say as Jace flashes her a winning grin.

“So what we hoping for?”

“Boy,” we both say at the same time and then we share a smile.

“But a healthy baby is key.”

“For sure,” she agrees as I lie back on the table and lift my shirt. I haven’t gained much weight, very little actually, but I’m carrying it all in my belly. Lucy says that’s awesome and I hope it stays like that. But knowing me and my love for anything sweet, I’m sure my ass will double in size before I know it. “Okay, this is heated gel but it’s still a little cold. My heater isn’t working right.”

When the goo goes on my belly, I flinch a little because it’s colder than she let on. Looking over to Jace, he’s white as a ghost again, practically leaning over me to watch as she puts the probe on my belly. It so cute how he gets with all my appointments. He says he will be fine during the birth, but I highly doubt that. He’ll probably pass out.

At first, I can’t tell what we are looking at, but then I see limbs and a head. I was sure I was going to cry. I thought seeing our little nugget would send me into a crazy crying fit, but I’m good, I’m excited. Jace is grinning from ear to ear as he points at the screen.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” Marilu says as she moves the probe. “And that’s the heartbeat,” she says, pointing to the screen, and yeah, I start crying. I don’t know why, but tears are gushing down my face as the little flicker of light goes nuts in our baby’s chest. For some reason, I’ve been thinking we live in a fairy world because, while my belly is growing, it feels fake to me. I don’t know, it’s crazy, but seeing that heartbeat makes it real.

This is really happening.

Panic fills my chest because what if I’m a horrible mom? What if Jace leaves me? Oh God, can I do this myself? Closing my eyes, I suck in a deep breath and then Jace is wrapping me up in his arms, dusting kisses down my jaw.

“Are you okay?” Marilu asks and I feel Jace wave her off.

“Give us a second, please.”

“Sure,” she says and I feel the probe leave my belly. But I can’t move, I’m crying too hard.

“Shh, baby. In and out,” he whispers and I pull in deep breaths, letting them out slowly as I nuzzle my nose into his neck.

“What if I suck? What if the baby hates me? What if you don’t—”

“Avery, shh, baby, breathe,” he demands, running his hand up and down my arm. “It’s okay. We got this, remember? Together.”

“I don’t know why I’m freaking out so bad. It’s just so real. I saw it.”

“Yup, our baby, it’s okay.”

“But what if it’s not? What if while you’re traveling, I freak out because I’m overwhelmed and I’m all by myself with the baby? What did we do, Jace? Oh, God.”

“Whoa, baby,” he says, holding me closer to him. “We will be okay. No matter what, it’s okay. Please breathe.”

“I’m scared, Jace. I’m so scared.”

“No, you think you are. Breathe,” he demands and when he draws in a breath, I do the same, letting it out when he does. We do this over and over again. As my heart slows in my chest, my breathing going back to normal, I know he’s right. Five seconds ago, I was excited for this. I want this, I know I do, but it was just really real for a second there. Sometimes I feel like it’s all so perfect that I psych myself out. I make myself think things I shouldn’t. I should just be happy. I should just love Jace, and I’m working on that, I am. But one thing is for damn sure. I wouldn’t be handling anything well without this guy right here.

Pulling my face out from his neck, I suck in a breath and look at him. His eyes are full of worry as he watches me intently. I shrug slowly. “Sorry.”

He waves me off. “It’s cool. I’ve always got you, remember?”

My lip quivers as I smile shyly. “I freaked out.”

“I know. It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. You gotta remember who is in control—you are. Don’t let those fucked-up thoughts mess you up. Just remember I love you and I’ve got you. Together, remember? We can do anything together.”

“You’re right,” I say, pulling in another big breath. “It’s so hard sometimes.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here. To remind you.”

As my heart explodes in my chest, I lean into him, kissing the bridge of his nose. “Thank you.”

He grins, kissing my top lip as the door opens and Marilu comes in, holding a cup of water. She hands it to me, and I smile as I take a long pull of it, the coolness calming me down more. I give the cup back to her and she smiles. “Better?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Can we continue, or do you need more time?”

I shake my head. “No, we can continue. I’m so sorry.”

She waves me off as Jace pins me with a look. “Stop apologizing.”

I smile and she grins back as she sits down, putting more goo on my belly. When the probe hits my belly, it doesn’t take long until the facial features of our baby are on the screen.

“Aw, it has your nose,” I gush as Jace kisses the back of my hand. “My chin.”

“And cheeks,” he adds and I smile.

“It’s beautiful.”

“It is.”

“Okay, let’s find out what this little bit is. It’s got big shoulders, from Daddy obviously.”

Jace grins at that and I smile as she moves the probe over and then turns it each way until a wide grin comes over her face. “See it?”

I don’t. I don’t see anything. Looking back at Jace, his face is twisted in confusion as he shakes his head. “I don’t see anything.”

“Because it’s a girl.”

Gasping, I look back at Jace as he looks at me and then we are both grinning.

A girl.

Our girl.
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A girl.

Holy shit, it’s a girl.

I’d better get a gun.

As Avery giggles and raves about the appointment to Lucy, I try to concentrate on driving. It isn’t working, though. My mind is flooded with thoughts of her—my daughter and who she will be. Will she like hockey? Or be a princess? Or both? She looks like a good mix of both of us, and I still can’t believe what I saw. What I felt. When the probe revealed my daughter, it took everything for me to find my next breath. It was love at first sight. Just like it was when I saw Avery for the first time and that scares me. If she’s got me this wrapped up and she isn’t even here yet, no telling what will go down when she gets here. Man, I just want to meet her because I love her already.

With my whole heart.

“I know! They can be best friends.”

I smile as I pull on to the road that leads to the Loveless Cafe where we are meeting Avery’s parents.

“I know. He is freaking out, I think. He hasn’t said much.”

“I’m fine. I’m excited,” I say and she flashes me a grin as Lucy and my mom scream on the other end. Apparently, everyone was hoping for a girl.

So was I.

“Cool, yeah, okay. I’ll call you back later. We are almost there. Thanks, I will. Okay, bye.”

Hanging up the phone, she lays it in her lap and she’s just beaming. I’m so thankful too, because for a second there, I was worried. She scared the shit out of me and I didn’t expect that, but that’s how it is with her anxiety. It can come at any moment. But thankfully, I knew right away that something was wrong. Being around her almost all the time now, I’m learning the signs and I’ve figured out how to help. It makes me feel good that I can help her, that I can calm her down because I hate seeing her like that. But it’s fine. I’ve got her, and together, we can beat this.

“Oh my God, are you excited?”

I lace my fingers with hers when she grabs my hand, bouncing in her seat. “Yeah, baby, I am.”

“A little girl. Eek! So cool.”

“For sure,” I agree, squeezing her hands as I try to push the nervousness out of my chest. I don’t want to be nervous to meet her mom and dad, but I’m still worried he could fuck with my career. I haven’t told Avery that, but it’s weighing heavily on me and I really don’t even want to go to dinner.

But I will.

Grinning over at her because I feel her watching me, I say, “So, no Gretzky for a girl, huh?”

She rolls her eyes. “No, but I like your idea from before about something J and A.”

“Okay, cool, so we’ll go with that.”

“Okay,” she says as I pull into the café. “Do you still like Ashlyn?”

I nod. “Yeah, didn’t you pair it with Joy?”

“I did,” she says with a grin. “I love when you listen to me.”

I scoff. “You’re crazy, but I do like Ashlyn Joy.”

She nods, saying the name a few times before grinning up at me. “Did we just name our baby girl?” she gushes and I laugh.

“If Ashlyn Joy Sinclair sounds good to you, I love it.”

“Eek! I do… I think. What if I change my mind?”

Laughing out loud, I shake my head. “Baby, we’ve got plenty of time to decide.”

She nods as she scrolls through her phone. “You’re right. Okay, let’s go in.”

Leaning over, she kisses my cheek. But before pulling away, she eyes me. “You’re nervous to meet my parents, aren’t you?”

I swallow hard. “No.”

“Liar.”

“Just a little bit.”

“Don’t be. They’ll love you.”

“Liar,” I accuse and she laughs.

“Yeah, I don’t know what is going to happen, but at least we are doing it together, right?” she says hopefully and I nod.

“Yup, let’s go,” I say, kissing her lips before getting out and going around to get her. When we turn, a couple is coming toward us and I assume they are Avery’s parents. They are both smiling. The lady looks a lot like my wife, the same frame and long dark hair like Avery’s. The guy is Benedict Haverbrooke, a very tall man with thinning hair and bushy eyebrows. Avery has his eyes, though. But his sons favor him while Avery does her mother.

Swallowing hard, Avery squeezes my hand as Benedict breathes, “Avery.”

Her mom’s eyes fill with tears as she holds out her arms. “Look at your little belly.”

Avery lets go of me, going into her mother’s arms. I suck in a breath as she kisses Avery’s cheeks, pressing her hand on my daughter’s home. Benedict presses his lips to Avery’s forehead before looking her over. “You look good.”

“I am,” she answers. “I’m really good.”

Her mom takes hold of her, clutching her by her arms. “Before anything else happens, I need to apologize for that phone call. I was shocked, and I was wrong for what I said. I’m so sorry.”

Avery’s eyes cloud with tears as she stares into her mother’s eyes. “We both are,” her dad adds. “We wanted to do this in person.”

Avery doesn’t say anything for a moment, but I can see the relief, the joy on her face as she nods. “Thank you.”

Looking over at me, Benedict smiles. “And this is Jace Sinclair, my new son-in-law?”

Avery turns to me, a smile on her face as I hold my hand out, taking Benedict’s. “Yes, sir. Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” he says sincerely, shaking my hand hard. “Hate that it has taken so long.”

“Agreed.”

Letting go of my hand, he looks back at Avery and smiles. “She’s in one piece.”

I grin as I nod. “She is.”

“This is her mother, my wife, Thea.” Avery’s mom comes to me, her eyes scrutinizing me as she glares. Swallowing loudly, I hold out my hand, taking hers as I flash her a grin. Usually, my grin works on women, but apparently, not this one.

“I’ve heard a lot about you.”

My mouth quirks. “Good things, I hope?”

Her eyes narrow. “My son, Avery’s twin, used to play with you.”

“He did, good player.”

“He is. He’s going into the draft this year, too.”

I nod. “Yeah, I heard they are saying he’ll be top three.”

“Or first,” she says but I grin.

“No disrespect, but that’s my spot,” I say with a wink, but she still doesn’t smile. Thinking fast, I grin as Avery comes into my side, and I say, “Gotta go big so I can take care of my wife and daughter.”

“It’s a girl?” Thea gushes and Benedict’s face breaks into a huge smile.

“Yeah, we are so excited,” Avery says, holding me tight.

“How sweet. Oh, all the things we can buy,” Thea says, pulling Avery from me and into her side. Avery looks back at me, but I shake my head, smiling as her mother gushes over her. She needs this and they are trying, I feel. The moment I think they aren’t, though, we are out.

“So a girl, huh? They’re hard,” Benedict says and I look over at him, matching his stride as we follow behind our wives. “I could never click with Avery the way I should have. It was easy with the boys, but with her, it was a challenge.”

I don’t answer because I don’t agree. My mom was great with all of us and so was my dad until he turned into a cheating bastard. I plan to be the same with my child, but I nod to keep my composure with my new in-laws. I trust them as far as I can throw them, and by the size of Benedict, he won’t go far.

“I still love her, a lot.”

I nod. “I do too.”

“I’m sure you do, but you’ll see. The love between a father and his daughter is something very special.”

“I look forward to that relationship.”

Because I know I’ll do a hundred times better than he did.

But what do I know because, during dinner, they are actually very sweet to Avery and even me. I still don’t like them and I’m sure they don’t like me, but we are all civil. I can tell Avery is eating it up too. As much as she didn’t want to get her hopes up, I know she has. I just hope they don’t let her down. As dessert is served, Avery leans into me, grinning, and I smile down at her.

“Good, huh?” I say, feeding her a bite of pumpkin pie.

She takes the bite and nods. “Not like your mom’s.”

“Nothing is like my mom’s,” I remind her as I look up to see her parents watching us. They both look pained, as if they were hoping I was a dirtbag or something.

Clearing her throat, Thea says, “Avery, honey, why don’t we go look in the gift shop?”

Avery looks at her, confused. “Why?”

“I want to peek and I wanted to get some stuff for the road.”

Or she wants to leave so that Benedict can talk to me.

Avery knows this too because she looks at me and I shrug. “It’s fine.”

She takes in a breath and shakes her head before getting out of the booth and walking with her mom toward the gift shop. Looking over at Benedict, I take a long pull of my tea and smile.

“I’m ready.”

He smiles. “Yeah?”

“Yup, hit me with what you got.”

Benedict nods as he laughs. “I guess that means there will be no chance of me talking you into letting her go, then? Letting her come home and relieving you of all your duties to her?”

I scoff. “Not a snowball’s chance in hell.”

“It’s a big responsibility, especially for a rookie player. You sure you want that?”

“I’m never been more sure of anything in my life.”

“She isn’t well, mentally. She struggles.”

“I know and I’ve got her.”

“It’s a lot for a nineteen-year-old boy.”

“Man,” I correct with a grin. “I’m almost twenty. And I don’t care how much work it is, because there is no me without that girl right there,” I say, pointing to where Avery is looking at silver spoons. “I get it. You don’t like me, don’t trust me. But I can promise you, that girl has never been happier. And she will continue to be happy as long as I’m there loving her.”

He nods slowly, bringing his gaze from Avery to me. “Very sure of yourself.”

“Damn right, and I’m sure that she and I will work. Trust and believe that.”

Sucking on his teeth, he swallows hard and then pins me with a look. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

“No, sir, ’cause I would do the same for my daughter who got knocked up by some rookie,” I say with a grin and he smiles. “I respect you, Mr. Haverbrooke, I do. But I love that girl, and I’m not letting her go.”

He eyes me. “It’s not easy to love her—”

“It is for me.”

“It is for me too,” he says slowly. “But I messed up somewhere. I put her brothers before her, and she holds a certain kind of animosity toward me for that. Not that I don’t deserve it.”

“You do.”

He nods sadly. “Yeah. I know you think I don’t like you, and it isn’t that. It’s that I don’t think anyone is good enough for her. I fully expected to walk into a shitshow, but you’re different.”

“Thank you,” I say, my eyes locked in his gaze. “I love her. All of her.”

“So you know the whole deal, her past?”

“Yes, sir, everything.”

“It doesn’t scare you?”

“Not even a little bit.”

He nods. “Scares the shit out of me. Want to know why?”

“Sure.”

“Because I’m pretty sure I could have prevented it, and I didn’t.”

The remorse, the pain is apparent on his face, and I feel for the guy. I don’t like that he hurt Avery, wasn’t there for her. But he regrets that and hopefully he’ll make it better. Leaning back, I nod. “I really think you should give her a chance to tell you the whole story.”

His face twists in confusion as he holds my gaze. “The whole story?”

“Yeah, the whole thing, because I’m sure it’s more than what you know. And I feel you need to know.”

Before he can say anything else, Avery slides in beside me and shoots me a grin before glancing at her dad. Looking back at me, she asks, “He try to talk you into leaving?”

I laugh as I nod. “Yeah, but it’s cool. I would do it for my daughter too.”

She smiles. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. But don’t worry, I told him no.” I add in a wink and she feigns relief.

“Oh, thank God!” she gasps before leaning into me, her hand pressed to her forehead. “I was nervous for a second there,” she jokes and I laugh.

“Sure, you were.”

“Eh, maybe not. I would have chased you down.”

“I wouldn’t get far,” I say with another wink, and when I glance at her parents, they are smiling too.

“He’s great, really,” Avery says and I kiss her temple as her mom nods.

“We are seeing that,” her dad admits.

“Yeah, maybe I was wrong,” Thea says.

Looking up at me, Avery widens her eyes as she hooks a thumb at her mother. “My mom just admitted she might be wrong for thinking you’re a rookie punk.”

My eyes widen too, faking hurt and shock as I look over at my mother-in-law. “You called me a rookie punk?”

“I did.”

“Eh, now I gotta keep proving her wrong.”

That pleases her parents, and when I look at my wife, her face is bright and happy.

I feel good about this.

I feel good about them.

And maybe, just maybe, this will work out.
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“My parents should be here in a second. I think they are gonna sit with us instead of on the visitors’ side,” I say to Autumn and Lucy. I’m met with concerned stares.

Eyeing me, Lucy asks, “They’re invited to sit with us?”

I shrug, a grin pulling at my lips. “Yeah.”

“So we like them?” Autumn asks, and it’s so weird calling her that. I feel like I should still be calling her Mrs. Sinclair, but she gets on me when I do. She really wants me to call her Mom, but I’m working up to it.

I laugh. “They’ve actually been really great the last two days,” I say and they both smile. I didn’t think I’d ever say that, but it’s true. Dinner was good, and Jace said my dad wasn’t even a dick to him. Only spoke with him about his concerns, and Jace promised it went well. Yesterday, they took us shopping for our baby, which again was really nice. I know they don’t like it and probably wish I were older, but they are trying to be supportive. Something else I thought would never happen.

While everything seems good, I’m still dreading Jace being on the ice with Matty. I haven’t seen him, but my mom said they went out to dinner with him last night. They invited us, but I said no. For obvious reasons.

“That’s wonderful, honey,” Autumn says, hugging my neck. “I know that means a lot to you.”

I smile as I nod. “They are being supportive.”

“Good, that’s what they are supposed to do. No matter how much we want something different, we are to love our children, no matter what.”

Lucy grins. “She loves me more, though.”

I laugh as Autumn shakes her head. “I love you all the same.”

I love that each of her children thinks they are her favorite. It’s funny and sweet and speaks volumes of Autumn, too. She loves big, and I love her for it. Grinning at her, I say, “It’s okay, Autumn. It’s just us two. You can admit I’m your favorite daughter-in-law.”

She laughs before squeezing me tightly. “Of course, my love.”

Lucy laughs and shakes her head. “She told Baylor that last week, and I think Claire this morning.”

Smacking Lucy, Autumn laughs. “She’s a liar.”

That has us all laughing just as someone calls my name. Looking in the direction it’s coming from, I see my dad waving at me as they climb the many stairs to the top. It’s where Autumn and Lucy always sit, right under Jace’s banner.

“Hey!” I call, and I can’t believe I’m excited to see them. It’s odd, but also something I truly need. I want them in my life, I do, as long as they keep acting like this. It does worry me that I’m being too forgiving and dismissing the years I was ignored, but I’d hate to push them away when they really want to change things between us.

They reach us, and Autumn stands. I smile as I introduce them. She’s all smiles, hugging my mom and dad tightly before scooting over so they can sit down. We chat about their drive in from Nashville, where they have been staying, and then how great the campus is.

“Yes, all my boys went here. Lucy went to school online, but we love this school,” Autumn gushes with a grin. “They have been very successful going here. The coaching staff is awesome.”

“Yeah, I’m noticing that. Seth went to Wisconsin and Laurence is there now. Matty goes to Boston, obviously. We had heard of this school because of how great Coach Moore is, but it didn’t fit for our boys,” my mom says, but she isn’t being snotty. She’s being nice. “And I have to tell you, I’m very impressed with your son.”

Autumn’s eyes light up as she leans on her knees, grinning over at my mom. “Tell me more.”

My mom laughs along with all of us as she nods. “He is so polite, so sweet. I expected something entirely different when I came, but Jace is very mature for his age.”

Lucy scoffs at that and I laugh. “He is,” Autumn says with a nod. “That’s probably my fault, though. He had to grow up quick when I went through my divorce.”

“Ah, that can do it,” Mom agrees with a nod and I smile. They are getting along. It’s awesome and I can’t stop grinning. I’ve wanted this my whole life. For my parents to love me, and then to love the man I chose and his family. It’s just so great.

Letting out a long breath, my dad squeezes my shoulder. “It’s hard to trust someone with your child, but Jace really showed us we could in the last couple days. This could have gone a whole different way. She could be alone.”

“Jace wouldn’t have done that,” Lucy says, running her hands through her hair. “He’s been wrapped around her finger since the moment he met her.”

That has us all smiling as my dad gives me a sideways hug. Leaning into him, I crave his attention and I try to tell myself not to get attached, that this could all change once they leave. But then, why shouldn’t I enjoy it now? Kissing the top of my head, he says, “Can I talk to you?”

Looking up at him, I nod. “Sure.”

He stands then, looking back at Mom and Autumn. “You guys want anything from concessions?”

Hot chocolate is the consensus, and as we walk down and around the rink, Dad looks up at the clock. “We have about twenty minutes, right?”

The rink door opens and the boys start to warm up. “Yeah, maybe twenty-five.”

“Okay, cool,” he says, passing by the concession stand and leading me out into the lobby. Turning to me once we reach a quiet spot, he smiles. “I wanted to catch you alone, without Jace, to talk to you.”

Dread fills my gut, and damn it, I knew it was all too good to be true. “Okay?”

“So, you’re happy?”

I smile. “Yeah, Dad, I’m happy.”

“Okay, that’s what Jace said. And Avery, honey, he’s so confident, so sure about it all.”

“Yeah, he is.” My grin grows as my heart flutters. “He really is awesome, Dad.”

“You know, I didn’t want to like him. I wanted to hate him, especially with how much Matty hates him. But we all know that’s jealousy.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“Have you talked to him?”

“Matty? No.”

He nods, a pained look on his face. “Seth or Laurence?”

“No.”

Shaking his head, he sucks in a deep breath. “That needs to change. You guys are family.”

“I agree.”

He pulls in a breath through his nose. He looks back down at me. “Jace said something at dinner, something that has been bothering me for the last couple days.”

For some reason, that makes my heart race. Did he tell him about Matty being gay? “Yeah?”

“He said he knows the whole story about your…um…”

I wait, and when nothing comes, I shake my head. “Suicide attempt?” I supply and he cringes.

“I hate that word,” he breathes and then looks back at me. “Yes. That.”

“Okay?” I’m confused. What could have Jace told him?

“He told me I don’t know everything I should and that I should ask you.”

My eyes stay on his as I nod slowly. “Yeah, you don’t, but I don’t see what that matters now.”

“It does. Can you tell me, please?”

Holding his gaze, I feel my eyes start to water. When everything happened, no one asked me why. They only assumed it was because Caleb and I broke up. I never changed their minds because I didn’t want them to know I succumbed to the pressure of killing myself. I mean, I know they knew I was weak, but I felt like making the choice myself was more acceptable than being teased and bullied into doing it. I was young and stupid. What can I say? I regret it more than anything. But then, I don’t think I would be the person I am today if it hadn’t had happened.

Clearing my throat, I look up at my father and shrug. “Dad, you won’t like it.”

“I don’t like it anyway.”

Touché. Swallowing hard, I nod. “Okay.”

I can’t look at him as I tell him what happened. The whole thing. I don’t hold back, and I also don’t hold back that Matty was involved. Nothing. I let it all out and when I’m done, I take a deep breath and then look up to see him watching me. His eyes are so sad and so full of remorse as he clears his throat.

“You know, this all really shook me up, the pregnancy and the marriage. I mean, it came out of left field for me. I know you didn’t do it on purpose, like your mother and Matty implied.”

“I didn’t.”

He nods. “I know, and this jealousy Matty holds for you needs to end. You know, it really didn’t start until you and Caleb started dating.”

I nod, and I could tell him the last secret. Easily, right here, but I don’t see the point. I also don’t want to give Matty any more attention than he’s already stolen from me. “The jealousy needs to stop, and I plan to talk to him about that.”

Swallowing hard, I ask, “Really?”

He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t have to ask that, and it kills me that you do.”

I bite into my lip, and he continues to shake his head, swallowing hard. I realize he is holding back his tears. Looking down at me, my big brute of a father has tears in his eyes as he holds my gaze. “This has really made me open my eyes that I’ve allowed a lot of things to happen and not changed them. I’ve failed you, Avery, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t the father I shouldn’t have been. I can make excuses, blame work, blame your brothers running me ragged. But the truth is, I didn’t try hard enough. For that, I’m sorry, honey. And I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’m going to earn it and I’m going to do my best to do better by you.”

Biting into my lip, I look down as the emotion takes over. I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear my father say those words, and now that I have them, I’m a little overwhelmed by them. My chest starts to hurt as my eyes fill with tears, and the panic that is filling me is unwanted. Why am I panicking? I wanted this. Sucking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly as I shake my head. I should be happy. Instead, I’m overwhelmed. I’m worried this could end, that he could keep failing me and—

Before I can think anymore, his arms are around me and he’s hugging me so tightly, I can’t breathe. “Shh, breathe, baby. It’s okay. I’m so sorry, Avery.”

Pulling in a breath, I let it out slowly and then suck it back in as I let go. I cry into his chest and my dad holds me, whispering that I’m okay, that he’s sorry, and everything will be fine. Rubbing my nose into his chest, I close my eyes as I cling to him, but I wish it were Jace. I know that’s horrible since my dad is trying, but I still crave Jace. Because while this man is my father, the man who was supposed to be my hero, he never was.

But Jace is.

And has been since the moment I met him.
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As I hit the ice, I look up to see that Avery isn’t sitting with my mom, but her mom is there with Lucy. I wonder where she and her dad are. Looking away, I can’t help but worry. I know that’s silly since it’s her dad, but I just hope he is doing right by her. And he has for the last two days, but that’s because I’m there. I think that’s the reason. Maybe they really are trying. More her dad than her mom, but I can tell they want to make things better with their daughter. No matter how much Avery claims to be done with her family, I know she craves their love. I just hope they don’t let her down.

But if they do, I’ll be there.

I’ll always be there.

I look down the ice because I feel someone staring at me, and my gaze meets Avery’s brother’s. He’s glaring and I roll my eyes. “Got something to say, Haverbrooke?”

He laughs as he skates toward me, and I do the same, meeting him in the middle. “I’ve got nothing to say to you. You’re the one ruining your life.”

I smirk. “And how is that?”

I feel Markus watching me—hell, the whole team is watching. They all know he’s Avery’s brother and about my hatred for the dickhead. Shaking his head, Matty looks over at me, leaning on his stick. “She’s a fucking psycho, dude, and she’ll ruin your career. Watch.”

“Funny, I heard it was you who tries to ruin people when things don’t go your way.”

He eyes me and I know he knows I know the truth, yet he laughs as he says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s crazy, dude, really. I’m trying to help you out.”

“I don’t need your help, bro,” I say, my eyes burning into his. He looks so much like Avery, a male version. But unlike his sister, he’s the devil himself. Leaning in close, I say, “And from what Caleb Rutherford said, the only crazy person is you. I mean, really, dude? Your own sister? Who does that?”

The way his face changes from smug to shocked to scared, ending in anger is almost comical. Standing up, he glares, his words coming out as venom as he seethes, “She’s a bitch.”

I move toward him, glaring too, my shoulders back, and my blood bubbling in my skin. “Watch your mouth before your teeth end up on this ice.”

“Whatever, dude. You can’t touch me—not when so many scouts are here. You might be dumb, but I doubt you want to ruin your career. Well, wait… You kinda are by being with that cunt of a sister of mine.”

He’s right, people are watching, but that doesn’t stop me from cross-checking him in the chest, my stick knocking him to the ground. Markus is there within seconds, pushing me back. As calmly as I can manage, I say, “You can talk all you want on the ice, you little fucking bitch. But off the ice, say it again and see what happens. You won’t speak badly of her in front of me. Not the woman I love.”

“I’m not scared of you,” he laughs, standing up. “You think I care about you or who you are?”

I shrug. “I’m surprised, since I’m a dude and all.” His eyes widen as Markus looks confused, but I shake my head. “Watch yourself, Haverbrooke.”

He gives me a quick nod. “You too, Sinclair.”

Skating away, I fix my gloves as Markus looks over at me. “This is going to be a shitshow, isn’t it?”

I shrug. “Maybe. Just watch my back.”

“No problem,” he says as he sends the puck over to me, and I feel Matty watching me. Looking back, I see he is while he skates around, his eyes full of hate. He may think he scares me, but he doesn’t.

And that doesn’t change once the game starts. Since we are both star players, we almost always play at the same time. I had forgotten how fast he is.

But I’m faster.

Rushing for the puck that Boston’s defense lost, I send it over to Markus just as Matty comes crashing into me, his shoulder hitting mine. But I push back into him, knocking him the other way, before I zoom up the ice, trailing behind Markus and Gordon as they crash the net, shooting one after the other. Going to the front of the goal, I watch as my teammates pass the puck back and forth. Boston is trying to steal as Matty comes right for me, putting his hip into mine, trying to get me out of the way. But I’m not going anywhere. While I push into him, Markus tries a wrist shot but it doesn’t go in, coming right on my stick. But when I shoot, Matty’s stick comes down hard on mine, snapping it in two.

“Fucker!” I yell, pushing into him before looking at the ref for a call, but nothing comes as the goalie covers the puck and the whistle is blown. “He broke my stick!”

“Aw, you gonna cry? Hope you have another one. Or are you broke ’cause you have a wife and a baby and my dad cut y’all off?” Matty sings, and when some of his teammates laugh, I’m confused.

“How is that funny, you douche? Especially when it’s your sister who’s my wife. Get your life together, fucker,” I sneer.

“It’s funny ’cause you’ll fuck up, you will, and she’ll off herself. She has tried before.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Markus yells and I shake my head. “You are a piece of shit, you know that?”

Matty laughs. “You don’t know her like I do. She’s pathetic.”

“She’s your sister,” I yell. I mean, I knew he was a dick to her, but really? This is the person she is forced to call her brother? What a fucking asshole, and I’m not sure I’m going to make it through this game without killing the dude.

“That’s enough, boys!”

“She’s a waste of space, believe me.” His eyes are so serious, so full of hate, and it really just hurts me. Who can hate a person that they share blood with so much? It’s insane and sad.

Shaking my head, I pin him with a look. “She is the best thing to ever happen to me—”

“Then you need to reevaluate your life.”

“Dude, Matty, that’s enough,” someone says, pressing him in the chest, but he knocks his hand away as the ref pushes me back. All I can do is look into his eyes as I shake my head. When I skate back to the bench for another stick, Coach is glaring.

“Don’t let him in your head, Sinclair,” Coach yells and I wave him off.

Not going to happen.

But it’s hard. Especially when he is on me like white on rice. It’s like he has set out to break me, and it’s really trying my patience. The game is tough—no one scores in the first or even the second, which is unusual for us. But their goalie is badass and blocks all thirty-three shots he’s been faced with. Ours is kicking ass too, but I want a goal. Hell, I don’t care who scores as long as we beat these fuckers. As long as we beat Matty.

When we hit the ice for the third, my eyes are on the prize, but Matty is relentless.

“Do you know how easy it was for her to do it? It only took a couple days before she tried. She’s weak, pathetic.”

Shaking my head, I try to ignore him as Markus yells, “Shut the fuck up. Play the game.”

“Aw, gotta have your friends stand up for you? How are you going to stand up for that wife of yours?”

My jaw clenches as I win the puck, sending it to Markus. But to my surprise, Matty zips by me, stealing it and heading down the ice. I’m on him, though, trying to poke the puck away, but he throws his hip into mine, sending me face first into the ice. Getting up, I’m too late, and he’s scored. Shaking my head, I slam my stick to the ice. I don’t know why I’m letting him get to me. I’m making mistakes. I’m pushing too hard into him instead of sticking to my game.

Fuck!

But it’s hard. I don’t like what he is saying because those are concerns I have for Avery. I don’t ever want her to feel the desperation she did. But man, I understand it a little better now after being on the ice with this bitch. Still, though, I’m shaking with anger and I can feel Avery watching me. I don’t know what to do, but I’m ten seconds away from ruining this dude’s life.

Coach is yelling at me, but I don’t listen as I go to sit down. Leaning against the boards, I watch as my boys rush down the ice, throwing shot after shot at the goalie, but he isn’t letting anything by him. Frustrated, Elliot hooks a Boston player and ends up in the box like a damn dumbass. When the tap comes for me, I jump over the boards and rush onto the ice after they clear it. But before I can even get the puck, we are called for being offside. Bullshit.

Setting up for the puck drop, I win it, sending it to Markus. And instead of clearing it, we rush their zone. He fakes, sends it over to me, but the goalie has read that, so I deke quickly, picking the puck up on my blade and sending it over his left leg pad. I throw my arms up, and my boys wrap me up in a hug as the crowd loses it. God, that felt good! Looking back at where Matty is screaming at the goalie, I shake my head.

Douche.

Going off the ice, I watch as the Bullies win the puck and go back into Boston’s zone, but someone steals it, racing back. It goes like that for the next two minutes. Getting on the ice when my line is up, I look down to see Elliot with the puck.

“Go!” he screams at me before sending it up, and I do as he says, Gordon at my left. Taking the puck, we enter the zone and I drop it back to Elliot, getting in position to not only block the goalie but also hoping for a rebound or something. But it won’t come easily, especially when Matty and I are jousting back and forth. He gets in front of me, and then behind me, trying to push me away. But I ignore him, my eyes on the puck as my boys try to keep it away from Boston. When Markus shoots, he misses and it goes back to Gordon, who sends it back to the new line of defensemen. One of them takes a shot, but it goes to the left, where no one is. Rushing to it, I beat Matty, sending it to the slot where, thank God, Markus is waiting. And in over the shoulder of the goalie it goes.

Throwing my arms up, I go to congratulate Markus, but Matty hooks me around my ankle and I crash to the ground. The cage of my helmet hits the ice hard, causing my head to jerk forward, but not crashing forward like I could have. Getting up, I go for him, despite hearing a whistle and even seeing the refs coming toward us. Slamming my stick into his chest, I get in his face, our cages clanking together as I yell, “Keep it up, you little bitch.”

“The only bitch I see is you. Who gives up his career for some pussy?” he yells back. Really, what the hell is wrong with this dude?

“Would you rather I give it up for dick?” I yell as the refs get in between us, and Markus pulls me back as Matty lunges for me. Laughing, I roll my eyes as I’m being pushed backward. “Keep it up, man. I got you once this is over.”

“You don’t have shit. Keep it moving,” someone with a Boston jersey says, and I laugh as Markus continues to push me. When I get off the ice, Coach is in my face, taking me by my cage and shaking my helmet.

“Get your head in the fucking game. You are making shit-ass mistakes, and I didn’t ask my friends to come watch you for that big contract just to see you acting like a punk-ass player. That dude does not matter. Your future does, though. Remember why you work hard, Sinclair, or get the fuck off my ice.”

He lets me go, and I sit down as everyone directs their gazes back to the ice. Looking up, I see Avery watching me, her hand over her mouth and the other on her stomach. Her face is red and she looks worried, which makes my heart stop.

She’s the reason I work so hard.

Shaking my head, I look down and regroup. That piece of shit is nothing to me. He isn’t anything to Avery either.

So why does he matter?

Because he hurt her.

And no one hurts my woman.

But I won’t allow him to fuck up my game. Instead, I do my best to ignore him for the remaining seven minutes of the game. I even ignore him when he scores once more and ties the game. I don’t hear him as he taunts me. Nope, nothing. I play my game, and when Elliot scores a goal on a sick-ass slap shot, winning the game for us, I don’t even spare Matty a look.

I just go off the ice.

And pray, for his sake, I don’t see him outside.
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When I enter the lobby, Avery is waiting for me, a nervous look on her face, and of course, I go on high alert. I had hurried, not wanting Matty to beat me out there. The trainers said no one had left the Boston dressing room yet, so I’m unsure what is going on.

“You okay?” I ask as I stop in front of her, bringing her into my side.

“I was gonna ask you the same thing.”

“I’m fine, no worries.”

“It looked bad out there.”

“It was, but nothing I can’t handle.”

She sends me a grin and cuddles into me as we start for the lobby where our families are waiting for me. “I’m sorry he’s a dick.”

“Don’t apologize for his actions, Avery. They are on him. He’s lucky I didn’t kill him.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t,” she smiles nervously and I smile back.

“It must have been the yoga,” I say with a wink, and she laughs as she leans into me.

“My parents and your mom are getting along well.”

“My mom could get along with a rock, believe me,” I say with a grin. “But your parents haven’t been bad. It’s been a nice visit, not what I thought it would be.”

“Me too,” she says with a nod. “My dad and I talked.”

That makes my brow rise. “Really? How’d that go?”

“Really good. He apologized and told me he’d failed me.”

I smile and go to tell her how great that is, when another voice joins our conversation. “He doesn’t mean it. Remember no one loves you, Avery.”

Looking to my left, Matty is standing there with the sickest, most sinister smile I’ve ever seen in my life. “Dude, what is your issue?” I bark, moving Avery behind me. But she doesn’t go easily, holding my arm to keep me from getting in his face. “She doesn’t want anything to do with you, so why do you keep messing with her? Are you really that jealous? That pathetic? Get a fucking life.”

“So you think you know her?” he asks, coming toe-to-toe with me.

Avery pulls me back. “Just stop. Go away, Matty.”

We both ignore her as I hold his gaze. “I know I know her, and I also know you are a poor excuse for a human being. I mean, shit, how can someone hold so much hatred for someone? Most of all, your own sister, your twin. Do you know how bad that makes you look?”

His smile remains as he shakes his head. “She’s nothing to me.”

My fist clenches and I see Markus and Gordon coming up, along with some of his teammates. Not that I care. I don’t need an audience or help to ruin this dude. “You know, it must be lonely being you. Hiding who you really are and spreading your hatred all over the world. How do you live with yourself? Is it ’cause you can’t say who you are?”

“Matty, just come on,” a taller guy says, thin and with a trendy haircut. I question his choice of his scarf. But really, I don’t care, because my eyes are pinned on Matty, waiting for him to make a move so I can pummel his face. I try to shake Avery off me, but she digs her nails into my arm.

“Please just stop,” she says, but I shake my head.

“Shut up, Graham,” Matty snaps, and Avery gasps with a quick intake of breath as a grin curves my lips.

“Graham? The Graham?” I ask, my eyes dancing as Matty glares.

“Shut your mouth.” He’s shaking, his eyes wild, and I really don’t get it.

I come closer, my face only inches from his as I whisper, “Man, why are you so angry? If you want to be that person, be him. Be you, be fucking happy, but stop trying to bring my wife down because you don’t want anyone to know who you really love or who you loved.” I shake my head, feeling so freaking sorry for this dude. “I had every intention of beating your ass, ruining you for hurting Avery, for touching her. But, dude, I can’t hit you when I feel so fucking sorry for you.”

“You know nothing,” he sneers, his eyes cutting into mine.

“I know that I’m happy ’cause I love who I love. I know that my career could end tomorrow and I would be okay with it because I have her and my baby. What do you have, Matty?” His jaw clenches and I back away, my palms facing him. “Nothing. But don’t worry, your sister, the one you hate so much, has everything. So really, what does that jealousy do? Nothing ’cause she’s still going to win in the end.”

I hadn’t realized that my mom or her parents were watching. No, I’m too disgusted and feeling so sorry for the man who isn’t even a man. He’s a fake. When Matty doesn’t say anything, I shake my head once more before I wrap my arm around Avery’s shoulders and kiss her temple. She looks up at me with tears in her eyes, and I smile. “You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

“Matthew, what is he talking about?” I hear Thea ask, but before I can go any farther, Benedict is in front of me, his hand on my chest. His eyes burn into mine and all I can do is look up at him, unsure what is going on. When he gives me a curt nod, he clears his throat and then says, “You’re a good man, Jace.”

I smile, nodding my head. “Because of who I love.”

Benedict’s gaze cuts to Avery and he smiles. “Yeah, she’s a good girl, too.”

Avery’s cheeks redden as she looks up at me. “Thank you.”

He nods, cutting a look to Matty and shaking his head before looking back at Avery. “I’ll see you in March, then?”

My heart clenches at the way Avery’s face lights up. “Yeah, the fourth.”

“Seven o’clock. We’ll have to get lunch before.”

“I would love that.”

“Me too, honey,” he says, kissing her cheek before shaking my hand. “I’ll be in touch.”

When he’s gone, I look at Avery. “You aren’t going to tell them about Matty?”

She shakes her head. “Why? You know?”

I give her a look. “Because he’s a dick and he fucking deserves it.”

But she just smiles, her hands resting against my chest. “Yeah, but that will make me just as bad as he is, and I don’t want that. I’m too happy for that. He’s the one suffering. Not me. I’m blissfully in love with you, having a beautiful baby, and I’m me. Just me. You know?”

Falling for her once more, I smile, leaning my nose to hers. It’s crazy how I fall for her every single fucking day. It’s insane. But then, it’s supposed to be like this, I think. That’s what keeps loving marriages working. The man falling and the woman catching. And vice versa. Because as I lean my head into hers, my hand coming to rest on our child, she holds me, her eyes full of so much love that I’m breathless.

But still, even breathless and feeling like I’ve done twenty-seven overtimes, I whisper, “Yeah, baby, I got you.”

“Like always.”

I nod. “No, like forever.”
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As the lights dim and the applause fades to silence, I move my hands down the strings of my guitar and I look out into the crowd.

The first person I see is him.

My biggest fan.

Jace.

Front row.

Center.

The biggest grin imaginable on his beautiful face.

Around him are our families. His mom, Lucy, Angie, Jayden, and Baylor. On the other side is my family, my mom and dad with Laurence. Seth wanted to come, but he had a game, like Jude, and couldn’t make it in. He made me promise that I’ll post a video on Facebook, and I still can’t believe how much has changed in the last three months. Not only has our little girl grown and is crazy active in my belly, but my relationship with my family has grown. I don’t talk to Laurence and Seth like Jace does with his family, but we talk, and that’s enough for me.

We have had years of silence between us, and we have to learn each other again. That’s fine. I’ve forgiven them all, even Matty. I know, crazy, but I couldn’t move on until I did. I needed that closure. But we don’t talk, at all, and he still hasn’t come out. I really don’t think he ever will, but that’s his problem, not mine. Me, I’m happy. And when he decides to do that, maybe we can try to have a relationship. But I’m not holding my breath, nor am I craving his love and attention.

Why do I need to when I have all these people loving me and cheering me on?

Grinning, I look down at my set list and realize I’ve got one more song. I want to say I’m nervous, but I’m not. I’m excited, ready, and all because of Jace. He’s been talking me up since the beginning of week—hell, since we knew about the showcase—and I really do believe that is the reason I’m not curled up in a ball crying. All because of his love and support, something I know I’ll have forever. Going to the mic, I look out into the audience once more, seeing that Stu is sitting at the back with lots of guys in suits, all of them with their eyes intently on me. He has been so encouraging, so great the last few months. I know that without his help my songs wouldn’t be what they are. I’m singing nothing but originals tonight, eight songs that he and I wrote together, plus one all my own. I owe him a lot, but as my gaze falls on to Jace, I know I owe everything to that incredible man.

My whole existence.

Because he changed me. I’m better because of him. I’m whole because of him.

As he holds my gaze, I say into the mic, “This is my last song.”

“What? Seriously?” Jace exclaims and I have to hold back my laughter as I shake my head, immediately taken back to the first time he watched me do a gig.

Smiling so big my face hurts, I say, “Much to my husband’s dismay, it is. But I want to thank everyone for taking the time to listen to me. I hope to work with some or all of you in my future. And well, let’s go out with a bang, yeah?” I ask, for which I’m rewarded with a round of applause. As I meet Jace’s intense, laughter-filled gaze, I smile. “When I wrote this song, I didn’t want it to be about this guy, but it was. He inspired it. Like he inspires everything in my life. Love like ours doesn’t come around often, and this song is the heartbeat of our love. So, Jace, this song is for you. I love you.”

Moving my fingers along the strings, I close my eyes and I sing.

I sing from my soul.

My heart.

And only for Jace.

It’s insane how I started this journey, alone and scared. But now, as I open my eyes, watching as my husband sings along with me, his mother holding a sign that says I’m her baby, and a grin on the face of every person who loves me, I couldn’t feel alone if I tried. I feel good. I feel happy, and while I know my journey is not over, I’m more than glad that I have Jace beside me for the long haul.

My love.

The inspiration for every song I write.

My forever.

When I sing the last note and my fingers finish their course on the strings of my guitar, I’m met with thunderous applause as Jace stands, screaming my name so loudly, I have to hold back the tears that want to escape. Inside me, our baby girl is kicking like mad, like she always does when I sing. One by one, everyone stands, clapping loudly and hollering my name. Pushing my guitar back, I bow before turning to the band who learned my songs. They all grin at me as I bow once more and then head off the stage. Before I even reach the bottom of the steps, Jace is there, taking me in his arms and kissing me hard on the lips. I laugh as we part, and he shakes me softly.

“You did it!”

Grinning, my heart still beating uncontrollably, I exclaim, “I did. I can’t believe it.”

“You were so awesome,” he says, taking my guitar as we move off to the side. I’m still trembling, the adrenaline running through my body like crazy. He kisses me once more, and I melt against him, holding him tightly as our little girl moves in my belly. Parting from me, he laughs as he holds on to my protruding gut. “Jesus, she’s going nuts.”

“She’s making beats in there,” I say with a wink. “I’m surprised I was able to play with her getting it on.”

He smiles as his eyes fall to mine, but before he can say anything more, my dad pulls me into his arms. My mom kisses my temple, and I hug them in return before they pull back, holding me close. “I did not know you were that incredible,” my mom cheers.

“I mean, mind-blowing. Wow,” Dad says as Laurence nods, looking at his phone.

“Yeah, badass. I posted a video of the last song, Seth loves it,” he says and I’m grinning so hard, my face hurts.

“Awesome. Thank you.”

Holding me by my shoulders, my dad shakes me. “I’m so proud of you, Avery. So damn proud.”

I grin as my mom’s eyes get watery and she kisses me again. “So proud.”

“Thanks,” I gush, just as I see Stu coming for me. “Excuse me,” I say, walking toward him as he tucks his hands into his pockets. I notice he looks nervous. Shit, did I suck? Does no one want to buy my songs? Damn it. But then, it’s okay. I’m not done, I’ll continue to work, I’ll push because I will make my dreams come true.

But when I reach him, he looks up, grinning at me. “Great set.”

Smacking him playfully, I shake my head. “I thought you had bad news.”

“Hell no, I sold all nine songs.”

“Shut up!”

“Nope. Jelly wants four, and other labels want the other five. You are going to be getting one big-ass payday if you approve the contracts that should be on my desk come Monday.”

Doing a little dance, I throw my hands up as I close my eyes.

I did it.

I hadn’t even realized Jace had followed me until his arms come around me and he’s kissing me hard on the lips. Kissing him back, I push aside the tears of happiness that want to fall as I get lost in his kiss. I can’t believe it. Is this real? Am I really in love with the most amazing man in the world? Carrying his baby? And now selling songs?

Pulling back, he grins down at me and says, “Told ya.”

“We did it.”

“No. You did it,” he corrects, pressing his head to mine. “Damn it, I’m so proud of you.”

I’m proud of me too. I came from rock bottom, and with the love of this man, I’m making my dreams come true.

“Now it’s your turn,” I say and he grins, his eyes dancing with excitement at the mention of the upcoming draft. The Bullies won the championship for the third time in a row, but they lost nationals because of a shitty call that resulted in a goal. Not his fault, and thankfully, he is still prospected to go first.

“Yup, gotta make you proud,” he says with a wink and I scoff, leaning my head to his.

“I’m already proud.”

Holding me tightly, he kisses my lips. Really, how could life get any better?


[image: ]

[image: ]

Why am I nervous?

I’ve got this.

I know I do, but yet, I’m shaking in my seat, my heart pounding so hard in my chest that it aches from each thump. With my left hand in Avery’s and my right in my mom’s, I watch as the Florida Panthers are on the clock, ready to make their pick. Swallowing hard, I look down, seeing Thea sitting beside Matty four rows down. We didn’t say anything to Matty when we entered the arena with them. He didn’t even look at us, not that either of us cares. Avery is just fine without him, but I’ve noticed she keeps looking down there.

“Baby, if you want to—”

“Just shut up,” she demands, shaking her head, and I smile. I’ve already asked once and I thought she was going to cut my head off then, but I just want her to be happy. Resting her other hand on her bump, she looks tired. She hasn’t been sleeping much because she can’t get comfortable at night. The drive here, since it’s too late in her pregnancy to fly, took even more out of her. The doctors are saying she’s probably going to go early, and I can’t wait. I want to meet my baby. We still technically have three weeks, but I’m hoping she goes today, even if we are out of town. Drafted and a baby, all in the same day. That’s what I want.

I just want everything to be perfect, but it hasn’t been. We have struggled, we have fought, and we have disagreed, but we’ve loved more. She completes me, and I hope I do the same for her. It’s just crazy to think of my life before her. I remember when this moment was all I cared about. When this was going to be the highlight of my life, but it isn’t. The highlight is the day outside of the abortion clinic when my life really started.

The day she agreed to love me forever and have my baby.

We’ve grown, so damn much, and I couldn’t be prouder of us.

Of her.

She’s a trooper, and I don’t even worry about her hurting herself anymore. She is just too happy. Even when she is mad at me, she’s happy. She’s getting along with her family, minus Matty, and she loves mine something fierce. It’s great and I could walk out of this place, not drafted at all, and be happy.

But, I’m going to need to be drafted. That was just a hypothetical thought.

“So, stiff competition around here,” Jude calls from down the row, Claire beside him grinning happily. They finally moved in to their house in Nashville, and it’s been nice having them home.

“Yeah, thinking maybe you’ll go eighth,” Jayden says simply as I roll my eyes. The Assassins didn’t win the cup, which was disappointing. But when Shea Adler, their captain, announced his retirement, the talk started that Jayden will take his place. It’s crazy, but I’m proud of my brother.

“Hope he goes. Can’t keep depending on Avery to bring home the bacon,” Lucy says and I glare as she grins at me. “Did y’all see that car she bought him? Spoiled brat.”

That has everyone laughing and I roll my eyes, but I smile too.

“Shut up,” I bark at them, and my mom points her fingers at my siblings, her eyes wild. She’s shaking as badly as I am.

“Shut your mouths. He’s nervous.”

“Aw, poor baby,” they all coo in their own ways, and I turn to my mom.

“Mom,” I groan and everyone laughs, even Avery.

They are all so close now, my wife with my siblings and their wives. Lucy, she’s still alone, but she doesn’t seem too bothered by it. She moved out of my mom’s house last month and in to a condo above her shop. I guess walking in on Mom and Coach having sex had her hightailing it out of our family home, and I can’t blame her. I still can’t look at them without shuddering in disgust. Word is, Coach is moving in, and really, I don’t mind. My mom is happy, grinning ear to ear with Coach sitting beside her, also excited for me. My dad is nowhere to be seen, and I’m more than okay with that. He burned that bridge, and I’ll never forgive him for what he did. Unlike Avery, I can’t just forgive like that. Maybe one day, but not today.

When the GM of the Panthers stands with a little piece of paper in his hands before he climbs the stairs, I sit up straighter. I scoot to the edge of my seat as my mom lets out a cry, her other hand coming to grasp the hand she is already holding. Avery looks at me and I look at her.

Smiling, she says, “Here we go.”

“Yeah. Hope you love me if I don’t go first.”

She rolls her eyes. “You could go dead last and I’ll still love you.”

“But I have to go?”

She gives me a playful look. “Duh, I can’t support all of us.”

I give her an exaggerated wink, and she laughs as the whole room quiets down. The GM heads to the podium, tapping the mic. Holding my breath, I close my eyes, praying I go first. Not because I want it more than I want my next breath, but also because I don’t want to hear Jayden’s and Jude’s mouths if I don’t go first. Their skates are huge to fill, but damn it, I know I’m good enough. “The Florida Panthers would like to choose with their first pick, from the Bellevue Bullies, Jace Sinclair.”

As my face breaks into a grin and my mom cries out, I can’t move.

I did it.

I made my dreams come true.

But when I open my eyes, Avery is watching me, her eyes full of tears as they start running down her face. While one of my dreams did come true, the look of pure excitement and love swirling in her eyes is what makes me choke with emotion.

I have it all.

“Sunny Florida. Ready?”

“More than ready,” she gushes, holding my face in her hands. “I’m so proud of you.”

Grinning, I lean my head into hers, kissing her nose. “Good. That’s what I’ve been working for.”

And I’ll continue to work for it for the rest of my life.
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She has Avery’s eyes.

My nose and chin.

And a head full of dark hair.

Ashlyn Joy is here.

As my arms hold her tight, with Avery’s chin on my shoulder, I’m pretty sure I’m going to drown in the love I have for this child. For nine months, I watched her grow in my wife, I felt her kick, I prayed for her to be healthy. But nothing prepared me for this overwhelming feeling of love.

“I love her.”

Avery nods, her eyes watery as she looks down at Ashlyn’s beautiful little red face. “She’s perfect.”

I look at my wife, and I can’t believe what she endured. Hours of labor that ended in a C-section, and still, she’s smiling. I’ve never been so scared in my life, and I threw up way more than I’d like to admit. I also almost passed out but Avery, man, she was ready. To this day, she still blows me away. The tables were turned during the birth of this angel, and I was the one freaking out while she held me together. That’s how we work, though. We take turns holding up the other.

My love.

My girls.

Leaning toward Avery, I kiss her nose before leaning my head to hers. “I don’t think you realize how happy I am,” I whisper and she grins.

“Sure, I do.”

“Yeah?”

With a nod, she moves her finger along Ashlyn’s face and smiles. “I’ve felt that way every day since I met you. It’s just a million times better now.”

“That we are complete?” I supply, and a tear rolls down her face.

“Exactly.”

Sucking in a breath, I whisper, “I love you, Avery.”

Kissing my jaw, she pulls back. “I love you.”

As she looks down at our baby, her fingers moving along her sweet cheeks, she starts to sing Ashlyn’s song. A lump forms in my throat as I watch her sing so sweetly to our baby. Looking down at our bundle of joy, I can’t believe the whirlwind we’ve been through, our lows and our highs, but I wouldn’t change anything. None of it, because the end game—me holding my daughter and telling my wife I love her—is completely perfect.

Everything I ever wanted.

And we aren’t even done.

Nope, our love song is just starting.

And I can’t wait to listen to it over and over again.
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So this is the end.

Wow.

I can’t believe my Sinclair boys are over. Can you? I think I might cry.

Ack.

Well, before I can do that, let me just say, I am so freaking proud of this book. I love it. I know it was long, and I know it was hard to read at times, but I love it. I love Avery, and I love Jace. I really just love everyone in this book!

You know, depression and anxiety are such scary mental diseases. Finally, people are shining a light on them, learning more about these illnesses, working to better themselves, and I couldn’t be happier. I deal with my own issues, and knowing that I’m not alone is very reassuring, because it’s scary.

This story is based off true events. When I found out about the girl who this happened to, I was stunned. She was such a happy girl who got involved with a guy, and it ruined her. Soon she was cutting, and then she tried to kill herself. It was so sad and so scary, and her grandma knew nothing about it. None of us did. So when I started this book, I always knew that Avery was gonna have the same backstory. I talked to this girl and asked if I could use some of her story. She agreed because she wants people to know that this thing can happen to anyone. And it can. She was such a sweet, smart girl, but she wasn’t loved the way she should have been and that one bad breakup ruined her. Thankfully though, she is off to college, living her dreams now, and she doesn’t even look back. For that, I’m proud. I truly believe every scar she has is a reminder to keep fighting.

I hope I did the story justice, and I hope you enjoyed it. I know I enjoyed writing it. Was it hard at times? Yeah. I cried a lot, but I wouldn’t change a single word in this book. I love it.

Thank you to my family, my friends, my editor, and my betas for all their love and support.

Thank you to you, for supporting me, loving me, and for reading this. I wouldn’t be who I am without your love! SO, THANK YOU!

Now, I also hope you loved Lucy Sinclair, because she is crossing on over to the Assassins and will be the heroine in Rushing the Goal, Assassins 8. I. Can. Not. Wait! I am so excited to write this book, and I hope you are excited to read it.

EEK! So yay! Thanks! And until next time, keeping fighting, okay?

Love,

Toni


Copyright © 2015 by Toni Aleo

 

This book, Hooked by Love, is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.

 

Interior designed and formatted by

[image: ]

www.emtippettsbookdesigns.com


Table of Contents

Title Page

Books by Toni Aleo

About Hooked by Love

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

A note from Toni Aleo

Copyright Notice

images/00070.jpeg
E.M.
TipPETTS





cover.jpeg
New York Times & USA Today Bestseling Author

TONI'ALEO





images/00060.jpeg





images/00062.jpeg





images/00061.jpeg





images/00064.jpeg





images/00063.jpeg





images/00066.jpeg





images/00065.jpeg





images/00068.jpeg





images/00067.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg
A notfe from Toni Aleo





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg
c%!.c

fe





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
HOOKED






images/00004.jpeg
Books by Toni Aleo





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
\/ JRCE





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg
=0
i,





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00051.jpeg





images/00050.jpeg





images/00053.jpeg





images/00052.jpeg





images/00055.jpeg





images/00054.jpeg





images/00057.jpeg





images/00056.jpeg





images/00059.jpeg
SH





images/00058.jpeg





images/00049.jpeg
=0
s





images/00040.jpeg





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg





images/00046.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg





images/00047.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg
0
=





images/00038.jpeg





