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To Mom and Dad, who are the blueprint of what true love looks like. Thank you for setting the bar way too high for the rest of us.

And to all the dogs I have loved, and will love, in my lifetime. Thank you for loving me unconditionally, even when I believed I was hard to love.


author’s note


The content warnings for this book contain spoilers, so I have placed them in the back of the book.
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CHAPTER ONE
penny


The best therapy for a sad girl is their happy place.

Everyone has a happy place. It could be a bookstore, a city, or for the lucky people—a person. I have one. You do, too. Everyone on this Earth has a place that makes them the happiest version of themselves, a place where they feel safe and comfortable, a place that feels like home—even if it isn’t home, even if they don’t realize the gravity of that place at all. What it means. The power it holds. 

I love my happy place, but some pitfalls about being here make me want to throw myself out of my car going full speed down the highway.

I wish that I was kidding.

There are very few negatives about coming home, but the absolute worst part is my little habit of plastering a smile on my face and acting like I’m fine. Very rarely am I fine anymore. That word seems so mediocre. So phony.

Fine. 

So bland, isn’t it? But, for some reason, I’d prefer that my closest friends and family don’t know that I’m teetering on the edge of being very unfine. So ‘fine’ will suffice. 

When I come home, my people are happy to see me. My friends celebrate the fact that I’m here to visit like spending time with me is some kind of gift in itself. It would be terribly unfair to bring down the mood with all of my bullshit.

Yes, that includes explaining why I don’t feel fine.

It’s not that I’m unhappy with the path my life has taken. On the contrary, I have more than enough to be happy about. My partner and I are both decently successful. I’m in marketing. He’s in finance. We have been together for nearly ten years and somehow managed to obtain everything we’ve ever wanted. All those whispered dreams that were uttered in my crappy little bedroom in my first-ever apartment, they’re ours now.

Seventeen-year-old me dreamed of this life. 

But when you boil it down to the guts and the bones, what we have are material things and enviable freedom. It’s all the other stuff that seems to be lacking. I don’t think you understand the importance of all the other stuff until you realize you’re missing it.

These are the shortcomings that I am only capable of admitting to myself. Even then, I only acknowledge them when I’m feeling particularly brave. After a few glasses of wine, maybe. Or, on the loneliest of nights, when I allow myself to be vulnerable enough to confront those secrets that lay in wait in the depths of my head. 

Nobody likes considering that they might be wasting their time. 

I may have been wasting mine for almost a decade.

I’d tell any person who asks me that I think Gavin and I will stay together until we’re old and gray and that we’ll have the white picket fence, the porch swing, and everything else that comes with it. Kids? Maybe. If we did, their names wouldn’t be boring, but not too abstract either. We’d have dogs. Multiple. Maybe even a cat or two, but the dogs are a certainty.

I would try to mean it. I did at one point. Every single word. But for the last couple of years, there has been that nagging prickle of doubt in the back of my mind. It has lived there, quiet and growing day by day. Years is a long time to have a prickle like that. It’s a long time to let that abscess fester.

It sounds simple if I lay it out clearly, right here and now. But life isn’t simple.

So, I’ll just come out and say it. When I envision a future with Gavin Dumont, one longer than the immediate one before us, I feel like a swinging axe is hanging above my head. 

That’s the cold, hard truth of it.

I love him. I really do. Loving him has never been the problem. The real issue is that I have begun to doubt that he loves me in return every single day. Can you comprehend how hard that is to stomach in a long-term relationship? I can’t even pick a specific point or narrow it down to a particular year when I realized that he might just be tolerating me while I expected him to be loving me.

The beginning was a whirlwind. I’d never felt love like that. He was enthralled by me, couldn’t keep his hands off me, and was desperate to spend every moment of his time with me. I was possessed by the way he loved me. I fell—hard and fast and so deep that I could no longer see the surface.

At some point, I think he reached the bottom alongside me and kicked himself back up to the surface without me realizing. I can still see his body, his feet kicking to stay afloat, but his head has been above water for quite some time.

That’s not a normal way to feel, right? 

The self-help books I’ve purchased quietly throughout the last year and the ridiculous inspirational YouTube videos I watch when I am home alone pretty much say outright that it isn’t. They keep telling me that it might be time to start looking for the exit. To start knowing my worth.

They preach about the same few things in terms of a healthy relationship: I should feel respected, I should feel valued by my partner, and most importantly, I should feel a sense of safety and security.

I haven’t felt safe and secure in my relationship for a long, long time.

This rollercoaster ride that he’s taken me on has my emotional reactions out of whack. Every single fight feels like the end of the world. Every change in attitude feels like he’s tired of me. I spend my life holding my breath, always waiting for him to walk out of the door. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. But most painfully, I seem to be waiting for him to become the person he used to be.

I can’t imagine being fifty and still feeling like this. I don’t even think I can visualize fifty with him by my side anymore. When that realization first struck, it was like a blade straight to the heart. It shook the foundation of my life, the one that I thought I had planted roots in the soil of. 

How can I no longer see a future with my partner but still love him just as deeply?

It’s a vicious cycle that’s been slowly killing me. 

I don’t want to regret giving my all to somebody. If I do that, it should be to someone who deserves it, and I’m not sure that Gavin does anymore. 

It’s gotten to the point where I fear that I have given him all of me and then some. I’m empty. My glass doesn’t have a single drop left. I can’t keep watering our relationship and hope that those roots still have some life left—not when I don’t even have enough in the jar to water myself. 

I definitely got that analogy from a YouTube video.

So, here lies my predicament. I only come home a couple of times a year. I refuse to spend those days in that dark place, in that place where I question everything. So, I don’t. I plaster on a smile and tell everyone, including myself, that I’m fine.

Like every other day for the last few years, I push those thoughts aside and neglect the importance of them. Instead, I focus on what matters now. I’m kidding myself; I know that. I’m just scared of the alternative. I’m scared of what happens if I think about what comes next for too long.

I have a sinking feeling that admitting these truths out loud is the first step toward the end, and I don’t know if I’m ready to face the ending quite yet.

I knock on the bright, red door. Today of all days, is not the time to be having a personal crisis. I have more important things to do for the next two weeks than get stuck in my own head and die there.

I’m home.

Home is my very favourite place to be.

Home is my happy place.


CHAPTER TWO
penny


Squealing erupts from somewhere inside of the house, beyond the bright red door. It starts off quiet but grows louder and louder and shriller and shriller as heavy footsteps make their way toward me. 

I swear the windows rattle on impact.

For a second, I’m convinced she’s going to barrel straight through the door without opening it. For such a little person, she has the footsteps of a water buffalo.

The door flies open. I open my arms without waiting for her to take a single step outside. I barely catch a glimpse of her face before she’s flying toward me with both legs off the ground.

I know the drill by now. We perfected this art of greeting each other four years ago, and not a single part of it has changed since that first reunion after we started our long-distance friendship.

Avery, my best friend in the whole world, clears the front step in one majestic leap and lands directly in my arms. She winds her short, little legs around my waist and squeezes my neck tighter than a damn serial strangler. 

Her squealing quickly turns into excited, incoherent chatter that I can’t make any sense of. It’s the best sound in the world. Like a toddler babbling on with the utmost wonder in their eyes, you play along. 

Soft laughter escapes me as I make the first attempt to walk forward, aiming for inside the house. I barely manage half a step before I sway toward the railing. I’m way taller than Avery. She’s just a tiny little thing that barely reaches my shoulder, but my god, she’s squeezing the oxygen out of me.

We might go barrelling down the small hill in her front yard, but at least we’ll be together.

“Let her come inside!” Seth calls from somewhere in the house.

“I have coffee waiting for you,” Avery says as she leans back in my arms to study my face. It’s the first full sentence she’s managed to execute properly. She grins, big and toothy and kind of creepy, but makes no move to get off me.

I smile back, staring at the face I have missed more than anything in the damn world. I mean that. More than anything. Her perfectly-styled, brown long bob frames her heart-shaped face. Silky, shiny, and enviable. Her olive skin is darker than usual from the summer sun, freckles trickling across her nose. 

FaceTime calls do not fill the void that Avery Oliver leaves in my life when she’s not within arm’s reach. 

I prefer looking at her dark brown eyes in person and trying to find her pupil in the near blackness. I like physically seeing the way the skin beside her eyes crinkles when she laughs. 

Avery Oliver is someone you have to experience live. Like Taylor Swift or Harry Styles.

“You know the way to my heart,” I muse.

And it’s true. Coffee is a direct source of happiness for me. If you ever want to kidnap me, just open the door to your van and wave a latte in my face.

“Of course I do,” she beams at me, and bam—there are the crinkles.

She pats my cheek lightly three times and hops off me, but she doesn’t let me go too far. She’s been waiting for me as long as I’ve been waiting for her. Almost seven months. Yes, I have been counting. She winds her fingers through mine and drags me into the house that she shares with her boyfriend, Seth.

Avery has been my best friend since the eleventh grade when we both realized that we had a mutual love of drinking coffee and tequila. We were individually our parents’ problem children that remarkably turned out okay. It was an instantaneous thing. We’ve been each other’s rock since the very moment she smiled at me at the lunch table, rolling her eyes at something the horrible Tyla Oxford said.

Seth, her long-term boyfriend, is our friend from college. 

He entered our circle later in life and brought the rest of them with him. He played on our university’s hockey team as their goalie. His grades were tragic because he was partying too much during freshman year, which put him at risk of losing his spot on the team. He needed urgent help in an English course, and Avery was the smartest person in that class. 

Frankly, she was the smartest person in every class. 

Naturally, he sweet-talked her into helping him. Even more naturally, she couldn’t stand him for the first little bit. But eventually, they somehow became friends, which led to Seth and I becoming friends, which led to Seth and his teammates practically living at whichever house Avery and I shared over the next four years.

They eventually got their acts together and realized their feelings for one another, but it took time. The rest of us knew exactly how that story would end. Avery just had to catch up. She was in utter denial until Seth finally kissed her. She was even denying it to me, and I could see their cosmic chemistry every time they looked at each other. 

One night, he got fed up and kissed her at the bar in the middle of a sentence. She was yelling at him for calling the guy that she was flirting with an ‘off-brand Justin Bieber’, and he just grabbed her face and kissed her. It’s been four years now, and they still look at each other the same way they did that night.

I know. Cute as hell. 

They have been obsessed with each other ever since. It’s the most beautifully disgusting thing that I have ever had the pleasure to witness. I want to stab out my eyes with a fork and take a million photographs of them at the same time. 

Still hand in hand, we round the corner of the hallway leading into their kitchen and living room. The second Avery lets go of my fingers, a mug of steaming hot coffee is placed on the island in front of me. There’s frothed milk and caramel sauce drizzled on the top in perfect, even lines.

Did I mention how much I love being home?

I meet Seth’s copper-brown eyes across the countertop. He offers a small, kind smile when I give him a nod of gratitude. He’s a welcome sight, but not more welcomed than the latte he made me. 

Never more than a latte.

“You are an angel sent from the heavens above, Seth Tyler.”

His smile widens. It pushes his dark-rimmed glasses up his round cheeks. 

“Nice to see you too, P.”

I hop onto the barstool and wrap my hands around the big, blue mug. 

This is my mug. It was the first thing Avery and I bought for the first apartment we ever shared. It was originally part of a set, but the second one vanished one day and has never been found. I secretly think EJ broke it and hid the evidence. This mug has come with us to every house we've shared since. Now, it lives at Avery’s, and nobody touches it but me. 

With one sniff, I know that it’s hazelnut creamer in this coffee. Not that either of them would ever get it wrong. Avery hates hazelnut, but she keeps her fridge stocked with it in case I ever stop by. 

Did I mention that I live six hours away, and every time I ‘stop by’, she’s expecting me?

The distance doesn’t matter. The fridge will always have it, just in case.

Sometimes, I wish Seth would just let me live here with them forever. Maybe he will if I ask nicely. I’m a tidy person, and I respect other people’s space. I make a damn good roommate, too. I even do my dishes promptly. That’s rare roommate material.

“So, how was the drive? How’s Gavin? Are you coming back for Thanksgiving?”

Oh, right, I have Gavin. 

Seth, who has already returned to the stove and is rustling some hashbrowns in a pan, peers over his shoulder at Avery’s line of questioning.

“Good, good, and no, Ave. I’ve been gone for four years, and the answer has always been no. I’m all yours for Christmas, though.”

As always, she gets two weeks in the summer and two weeks during the holidays.

Gavin used to come home with me once upon a time. Though it feels like a lifetime ago. We used to stay one week with my parents and one week with Avery and Seth, even when they had their tiny apartment with only a futon for us to sleep on.

It was silly, considering my parents had an empty house with more than enough space for us. That time spent with our friends was irreplaceable, though. I hold it so dear to my heart that a dinky little futon and a couple of back aches did not matter. Those are memories that I keep in the warmest parts of my heart.

We would come to town only to eat takeout, play drinking games, get drunk at The Swan Dive, and laugh until our stomachs hurt. It was a blast. I had been so worried that moving would change things, but it only solidified that this family I fell into was one I’d keep for life.

There was a point where my crew included Gavin, too. 

Things change.

They change fast.

Gavin hasn’t come back with me in three years. He gave up on my home and on my favourite people after a year of trying. These people used to be his people, too. He forgets that more often than he remembers it.

They’re still mine. That should matter.

I push away the icky feeling that sprouts in my gut again. I refuse to continue to dwell on the fact that my boyfriend would rather sit alone every single day of the holidays than join me in the town where he went to college. The town where we fell in love. 

We have developed a new tradition of our own. One I don’t particularly enjoy. We spend the day before Christmas Eve together with his family, and I drive or fly back home the day after. 

He does whatever he wants to in the time that I’m away. He goes and hangs out with his parents and his brothers, and sometimes he parties with his finance friends, unphased by the fact that this is not normal. We should fight to be with each other during the holidays. 

I even offered to compromise, alternate years with his family and my own to make it fair for us both. He has always said no. 

It’s a hard no, too. He ‘does not want to come back and hang out with people he has nothing in common with anymore’. There is no changing his mind once he makes it up, so there is no point persisting. I tried that very first year and it blew up in my face. I spent Christmas in shambles, arguing through text messages and hiding in the bathroom at Avery’s. Crying alongside festive, happy music is a different kind of torture.

I made sure to wipe my eyes and plaster on a smile the second I left the bathroom, but I think my friends knew. It was written all over my face.

Gavin seems to forget that my family is here, too. My parents, sometimes my sister, and my favourite kid in the world, my niece. 

When I see them, I see them alone. Ellie doesn’t even know what Gavin looks like anymore. She’s grown so much. If he didn’t have Aura on Instagram, he wouldn’t be able to pick Ellie out of a crowd.

I get it, in a sense. Nobody wants to be forced to be somewhere they don’t want to be. But my people should matter to my person. His people matter to me. Even after three years of this, not spending the holidays with him still hurts as badly as it did the first time. Backing out of the driveway, leaving him while I make the trek back home on my own—it always makes me feel a little nauseous. If the roles were reversed, I’d pack my things and go with him. I mean, I still have dinner with his family every Sunday because it’s important to him. 

It’s what you do for your partner. It’s the bare minimum.

I’m getting tired of being the only one who pulls my weight. 

I don’t want to dwell on this today. I’m finally home. This is the place where I can breathe a bit easier. He’s just so intertwined in the memories here, with these people who I love more than anything, that he’s hard to escape. Even when I try.

The blaring of a horn pulls me from my thoughts. 

Honking trails closer and closer toward the house from a distance. It stops the conversation short, our ears perking up. It’s inconsistent, almost celebratory, and my god, it is far too loud for this early of an hour.

I lean back in the barstool with my mug between my palms, peering down the hallway as if I have somehow developed the ability to see through walls.

“The welcome party has arrived,” Seth says with a long sigh. 

He pushes himself from the stove and starts to the empty coffee maker with a slow shake of his head.

I glance at Avery, cocking a brow.

She shrugs a shoulder, giving me a pointed look. “This is what happens when you only come home twice a year.”

“I have barely stepped foot in the door.”

“You texted Avery when you were an hour out,” Seth says, closing the lid to the filter. “That was your first mistake. Avery texted Tiffany, who texted Lauren, who texted Wyatt, who texted EJ… the list goes on and on.”

“You guys are ridiculous. We have a group chat,” I murmur into my mug, but I can’t help the upward twitch of my lips. “And you’re up way too early to be texting anyone.”

Avery shrugs a shoulder.

Yeah, this is beyond early for Avery to be out of bed and behaving like a functioning human being, but she makes Seth wake her up and keep her awake on the days I’m coming home.

Slamming doors echo from outside.

It’s really nice to have your own people. 

Aura barely talks to the people she went to college with, never mind high school. I still have Avery. I still have the rest of them, too. Lord knows that I look forward to seeing them just as much. I spend most of my days counting down the weeks until I can visit again the second after I leave the city.

“Judging by the noise, I’m willing to bet that it’s the three stooges,” Seth says, pressing a bunch of buttons on his fancy machine.

On cue, the front door flies open and slams against the wall. Loud, obnoxious chatter explodes through the house. 

I take another sip of coffee, unable to hide my growing smile. 

Three grown men sprint down the hallway like little kids on Christmas, rushing to see their presents. They push each other as they run, desperate to get to the good stuff first.

I think I’m the present today.

The first to make it around the corner is Wyatt, who finds me on the closest barstool and flashes me a smooth, charming grin. He lets out a cry of success just as I’m forced into the biggest, tightest bear hug known to man. My shoulder is squished against his chest, my arms bent awkwardly in his restraints. 

Best straight jacket ever. 

Declan and EJ are neck and neck for second, but Dec plays dirty. He manages to shove EJ against the wall before he can reach me, sending him tripping over his feet and slamming into a framed picture of the group of us. He cries out as his elbow smokes the corner of the wall. 

Declan barely even gives him a second glance; doesn’t bother checking if he’s okay. He just flashes me an arrogant smile and moves to shield EJ from my view. He opens his arms wide and winds himself around me on the side that Wyatt left open. He, too, squeezes me like I don’t have breakable bones.

I officially cannot move an inch.

Neither Declan nor Wyatt seems to care. Declan just places his chin on the top of my head and sighs heavily. His stubble scratches my scalp through my hair, and just to piss me off, he nuzzles his chin in even deeper to make it worse. 

With a huff of displeasure, EJ finally walks into the kitchen, rubbing his elbow, giving up on the fight that he’s already lost. He smacks Declan on the back of the head, circling around to the other side of the island.

Catching my eye through the limited space that they’ve given my face, EJ smiles at me, dipping his chin in a greeting before his eyes cut to Declan and narrow. 

“Anyone ever told you that you’re a piece of shit?”

I feel the rumble of Declan’s laugh against my head. “Most people, actually.”

“Alright, alright,” I laugh, doing my best to swat at them with what movement I am capable of.

“Not yet, Lucky,” Declan says, squeezing tighter. 

His stubble rubs even deeper against my scalp, and I wince, ducking my head to avoid it.

“One minute for every month you’ve been avoiding us,” Wyatt adds.

Avoiding them. Yeah, right. I’ve been dreaming of this moment since last Christmas.

“You’re both so dramatic,” I shove them a little rougher this time, and miraculously, they let go.

I turn to Wyatt, my favourite. 

Don’t tell them that I have favourites. 

Wyatt has wiped my tears and punched many faces in my defense before. He has a special place in my heart, right there next to Avery. There’s just something about him. He is the most reserved out of the group of us from the outside looking in. He makes you earn his friendship and his trust, though I don’t think that’s intentional. Once you get it though, he’s got your back for life.

While EJ is a troublemaker, full of mischief and a young heart, and Declan is a spitfire, fighting with me just as often as we get along, Wyatt is a bleeding heart. He is loving, patient, and incredibly loyal. He gives the boys a hard time, probably the biggest chirper of the bunch, but it’s never mean spirited. He pushes them but doesn’t punish them.

His dark eyes are warm, lightening when my lips pull upward at the sight of him. They’re like coffee with a splash of creamer, and we all know how much I love my coffee. He flashes me that crooked grin and gives my shoulder another squeeze.

I reach up to pinch his cheek like he’s my sweetest child because he is. Always has been. Wyatt is that tall, muscular heartthrob who flirts with the seniors in line at the grocery store and who stopped outside of the locker room after every single game in college to talk to the kids. 

Women love him, but he never really seemed to notice or care. He barely even hooked up with anyone in college, his nose either buried in his books or freezing on the ice. He was so focused on school and hockey that he didn’t care to make much time for romance. He did, on occasion, but never the same girl for more than a night or two. Now, in his late twenties, he doesn’t seem any keener on finding someone than he was then. His focus on school turned into focus on work.

It’s a shame. That boy is so sweet that he can give you a toothache. Someone would be incredibly lucky to be on the receiving end of that love.

“Coffee, you dumbasses?” Seth grumbles.

All three sets of eyes, which were previously trained on me, snap up to Seth. Even Wyatt’s sweet, sweet face turns a bit more menacing. Like a three-headed dragon, they take a second to register Seth’s tone, quickly noting his less than stellar attitude. 

One by one, they break into mischievous, shit-eating grins. It happens as it usually does. It’s terrifying, especially when you know what’s coming. 

If you looked up ‘shit disturbers’ in the dictionary, you’d find this group of four boys. That, I can promise you.

I peer at Seth above the rim of my coffee cup and take a slow sip. 

This won’t end well for him. It never does for their target of choice in this weird, deranged source of entertainment that they’ve perfected.

None of them like this game, but they love it too much to let it go.

“Why so sour, so early, Sethy?” EJ taunts, leaning onto the island on his forearms. He juts out his bottom lip, but his bright blue eyes are pleading for trouble. Trouble is his favourite word.

“Did you only get seven hours and fifty-eight minutes of sleep last night, instead of the normal eight hours?” Wyatt pipes in. 

They’re picking on him. It’s a source of amusement the four of them have yet to tire of, even after nearly ten years of it. 

Seth stills with his hand wrapped around the coffee pot. 

I almost feel bad for him. Almost. There is no escaping this nightmare once it’s started. He knows that. He’s one of the founders of how it works. He made the rules.

He drops his head between his shoulders and lets out a long, tired sigh. 

“Did you not figure out those warts on your balls? I told you, that’s not normal,” Declan adds, snaking his arm around my shoulders with a lazy grip. 

His hand hangs over my collarbone and I resist the urge to smack it in retaliation for picking on the man who had my coffee ready the second I walked in the door.

Avery rolls her eyes, but she’s not the best at holding her shit together either. Her shoulders are shaking with silent laughter as the three-headed dragon pushes forward. Toward her boyfriend. She’s leaving him to the wolves and they’re hungry.

So long as you’re not the target of their banter, it is hard not to laugh. It’s pretty messed up, if you think about it. Explaining it in words, it sounds like a tamer version of bullying, but I promise that it’s all in good fun. Nobody has ever taken it to heart. Nobody goes far enough to truly hurt somebody. 

They’re funny.

It’s irritating, but it’s true. 

Don’t tell them I said that. I’ll deny it.

They usually tend to leave us girls out of it, but we have been pulled in once or twice. It’s not that they say anything mean, they just don’t know when to stop. Sometimes, that’s worse. Like that mosquito that flutters around your room all night when you’re trying to sleep.

You can take the boys away from the team, but you can’t take the team away from the boys. That mentality is ingrained in them for life.

“No, I’m just going to have to deal with the neighbors bitching about how you guys drove in here acting like college students at the ass crack of dawn.” Seth yanks the full coffee pot from the machine and spins on his heel. He shoots them a look of warning. Even I shrink underneath it, and he’s like a puppy. “So, dumbasses. Do you fucking want a coffee?”

A pause floats through the room. A stillness of sorts. 

Seth is staring at the boys and the boys are staring right back at him. They’re debating whether to keep poking the bear. They want to. The four of them are relentless when they pick a target. They do not give up easily. 

Today, the target is Seth. 

Today, it doesn’t look like Seth has the patience for this game he’s typically a part of.

Declan winds his other arm around me from behind, tugging my back to his chest. 

I reach up to place my hands on his forearms. 

He lets out a low whistle, right in my ear and glances down at me. 

I meet his eyes, trying to hide my growing smile.

“I would never welcome you back to town with an attitude like that, Lucky.”

“Yeah, I really don’t know how you put up with him, Avery,” Wyatt mutters.

Avery peers over her shoulder at him, her eyes crinkling at the sides. “It’s his wiener. And his cooking.”

“He does have a good wiener,” EJ nods, placing his hands on Avery’s shoulders. He presses a quick kiss to her head and then rounds the island toward her boyfriend. “I would love a coffee, sir grumpsalot. No spit in it, please.”

“You’re good. He swallows,” Declan says naturally, like this is pure fact.

“Grab a mug,” Seth grumbles. That’s all it takes to mend the peace. 

Declan slides his arms from my shoulders and takes the last empty stool on the other side of Avery. “Grab me one too, bud.”

“Me three,” Wyatt says, perching his bum against the top of the couch behind us.

EJ retrieves three mugs from the cabinet. He smiles innocently at Seth when he gets close, but Seth just rolls his eyes. He can’t look lethal. It’s impossible. Seth Tyler just has that sweet, adorable kind of face.

Seth returns to the stove, resuming his breakfast preparation without another word. I know this tactic. Stay quiet and hope the boys move on. It’s a risky move. It doesn’t always work, but sometimes you get lucky.

He does have the power of food on his side. They won’t risk breakfast. Especially a Seth breakfast. 

I only now notice that Seth is making a hell of a lot of food, way too much for just him, Avery, and I to eat. He knew the cavalry would show up at some point. 

It’s like college again and I’m not mad about it.

I don’t know why I yearn for a time when I was young, dumb, and constantly making stupid decisions that left me riddled with anxiety for weeks on end, but I do. I do it so often that it is starting to concern me. I don’t think you’re supposed to feel nostalgic for your college years before you’re in your thirties, but here I am.

Add that to the list of many things I store away and try not to think about. 

Luck seems to be on Seth’s side today. The conversation diverts back to me before it gets any worse.

“So, P. How are things?” Wyatt asks from the couch.

I glance over my shoulder at him. He’s head-to-toe in black, his joggers loose on his muscular legs, his tight black shirt hugging his toned chest, black ink covering the dark skin of his one arm. Those coffee-coloured eyes are trained on me.

“The same as always. I lead a terribly boring life. I want to hear about you guys. How’s work? How’s the off season, Dec?”

“I have been home for a month and a half, so I can’t complain,” Declan says, grabbing an orange from the fruit bowl and beginning to peel. He looks relaxed, which is a stark difference from how he is during the season. 

EJ turns to him, offering him the steaming mug in his hand.

Declan smiles wide, his hazel eyes igniting. He drops the orange mid-peel and lifts himself from the island.

EJ leans forward and pretends to spit in his drink. 

The second Declan winds his fingers around the handle, he takes a big slurp of EJ’s ‘saliva’ riddled coffee. 

I shake my head. Boys.

Declan is the only other person in this room who no longer lives in town. He and EJ are from here, like me and Ave. He loves this place as much as I do. We have a mutual understanding of how important this place and these people are. 

All four of the boys played on the hockey team in college, but Declan was the only one who went pro. He plays in Pittsburgh now, so he typically only comes home in the summers and for a short while during the holidays.

He moved away before I did. I’ll never forget the hole that he left in the friend group when he first got drafted to Ottawa. It was surprisingly hard for all of us to get used to the distance, and though he’ll never admit it, I think it was hard for him, too. 

Declan is an only child; his friends are his family. It probably helps that he is a fan favourite in the league no matter where he goes. He has support wherever he turns. I’m sure it doesn’t replace the feeling of home, but at least he knows what he’s doing is worth it. At least he knows people care no matter what city he steps into.

EJ delivers Wyatt his coffee, perching himself against the sofa beside him. He tugs at his beige crew neck, hissing when a drop of coffee hops out of his cup and splatters onto his pants. He tries to wipe it away, but the stain only grows.

“Fuck,” he grumbles.

“Work is good,” Wyatt continues, crossing his legs at the ankles. He curiously glances down to watch the struggle between EJ and his pants.

“Except for the fact that you’re still not asking for what you’re worth,” EJ reminds him, another drop of coffee slipping over the rim of his cup and landing on his sock. He yelps, nearly dropping his coffee all together.

Wyatt shoots him a look. “My god, Ernie Junior, enough with that. I’m fine where I’m at. Is this your first day using your hands?”

“You do need to talk to your boss, Wyatt,” Avery chimes in. 

Wyatt’s gaze snaps to her. “You all need to mind your own business.”

“No chance,” Declan snorts, resuming his work on his orange.

I have long since withdrawn myself from this fight. Wyatt confessed to me once, albeit drunk and frustrated, that he hates when our friends nag him about his job or his personal life. We’re close, so it’s natural to encourage your friends to fight for what they’re worth, but anything that makes Wyatt uncomfortable is off the table for me.

So, I stopped. Declan doesn’t ever add much either.

Wyatt knows what he’s doing. He knows why he doesn’t ask for more money. What he makes or why he doesn’t ask for more is none of our business. He coaches the team they used to play for in college, but his workplace puts a lot on his shoulders. More than they should. But he’s happy there. That’s all that should matter. 

Sometimes, I worry that his smile doesn’t hit his eyes anymore. I fear that his job is burning him out, that he’s too kind, too selfless, to ask for what he deserves. For what he needs. But I trust him to do what’s best for himself. I respect the boundaries he’s built.  

“You need a hand with anything, Seth?”

Seth peers over at me, already shaking his head. “You’re the guest of honour. You just sit there and catch up. I didn’t have enough flour for cinnamon rolls. I’m hoping you’ll forgive me.”

All three boys gasp dramatically. 

A big wave of coffee splashes out of EJ’s mug and onto the tiled floor. He winces, but hurriedly cleans it up with his sock, flashing me an innocent smile that begs me not to rat him out. 

Declan falls forward on the barstool, the bottom of his mug smacking against the island.

“That is a sin!” he cries, placing his hand on his chest as though Seth had just said he hates me and that I deserve to die alone.

Here we go. Round two.

The three-headed dragon roars back to life. 

“Penny comes to town, and you don’t stock up on the ingredients for cinnamon rolls?” EJ barks out, finally giving up the war against his clothes to stare at Seth in shock.

Seth intakes a heavy breath again, his eyes fluttering shut. These boys are doing a number on him today, and he’s the biggest morning person in this room. 

“It was my fault,” Avery confesses, raising a guilty hand. “I forgot the list on the counter last night.”

“Modern day travesty,” Wyatt grumbles, shaking his head in disappointment.

“I’ll survive,” I say. I meet Seth’s tired eyes. “And I forgive you. I had one on the drive down.”

There could never be enough cinnamon rolls, but he’s already making a full breakfast for the lot of us, so I think he gets a pass on this one. 

“Speaking of drinking.”

All of us turn to look at EJ. 

He smiles mischievously over the rim of his mug. I see everything he is thinking in those pale blue eyes before he even utters another word. Those chiseled cheeks hollow out when he takes a sip of whatever coffee stayed in his mug after the rest hit the floor.

“Nobody said anything about drinking,” Seth says.

“Speaking of drinking,” EJ says loudly over him, lowering his mug to his lap. “What time are we hitting up The Swan tonight?”

“It’s her first night home,” Wyatt reminds him. “I’m sure she wants to relax.”

Now, I’m positive I never said that.

EJ’s eyes flicker to me. His lip twitches upward, daring me. That’s EJ. Charming, mischievous little troublemaker, and I eat it up every single time.

EJ knows I’m the right person to look to right now. Hell, I know that I’m the right person for him to look at. I currently hold the powerful position of being one of the two people who don’t come home often, and who is very, very missed. It’s also my first day on home soil, which makes me the queen of the castle tonight. 

Declan’s been home for two months already. He’s old news.

Guest of honour, as Seth pointed out. 

“I could go for a swan dive,” I shrug. Mostly because I want everyone together tonight, but also because I never back down from one of EJ’s challenges.

EJ’s face lights up.

Avery glances at me, a slow smile tugging at her lips. 

“I thought we’d just have a night here,” Declan says, popping an orange slice in his mouth. He’s pouting, which is hysterical for a world-famous hockey star to be doing at the ripe age of twenty-eight.

“You’re just tired of people asking for your autograph,” EJ counters.

Declan’s brows shoot upward. He stares straight ahead, considering this. Then he shrugs, nodding in agreement, as if he hadn’t even realized that it was the truth.

“I’m in,” Avery says. 

“I’ll drive. I work in the morning,” Seth says, stirring the hash browns on the stove. 

A long sigh leaves Declan’s mouth, but he says nothing. He just continues to peel apart his orange, popping slices into his mouth one at a time, his eyes glued to the white, viny rines as he rips them off. 

“Yeah, fuck it. Whatever. What time? I have to stop by Tiffany’s quickly. She bought a new oven and needs it lifted into the house. She said it’d be around five,” Wyatt says.

“Make sure she and Lauren know the game plan, too,” Avery says.

“Will do. I reckon I’ll be free by six the latest. Should we come here for a bit beforehand?”

Seth begins to dump the contents of the pan onto a large, serving plate. My eyes zero in on how good it looks, and I can’t even see what delicacy he has cooking in the oven. I just see potatoes. Who doesn’t love potatoes?

“I’ll swing by and help with the oven,” EJ says.

“I have to meet up with my parents for dinner at four or I’d offer my services.” Declan sounds less than enthused about that plan.

I glance at him, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. I have a feeling that even if there wasn’t a dinner with Mr. and Mrs. Lowes to suffer through, Declan would schedule one to get out of having to move that oven. 

“That’s fine. You enjoy your vacation time, Gretzky.” Wyatt smirks at the back of Declan’s head. He says Gretzky’s name like it’s a taunt, like it’s a jab that should somehow offend Declan Lowes.

Except he’s Declan fucking Lowes.

“You can’t call him Gretzky as if he isn’t his own legend now,” I remind Wyatt, dipping my finger in the frothed milk in my mug and popping it into my mouth.

Declan whirls to me, his teeth chomping down on another slice of orange. His face lights up like a damn Christmas tree, gaze flickering to my finger as it pops out of my mouth and then back to my eyes, his lips curling upward.

He leans his body across Avery’s, hardly caring that he’s trapping her arms against the island. He’s smiling so hard that I can see his dimples through his stubble. 

“You think I’m a legend, P?”

I flash him a look of warning, but his smile only grows. “That’s what all of the preteen boys say on Twitter, anyway.”

“That’s what everyone says on Twitter,” he corrects.

Declan Lowes. Humble as ever.

I shoot him a bored look. He doesn’t falter. He winks, pleased by the little I’ve given him. He leans back into his chair, freeing Avery to enjoy her coffee again, that smile that I somehow created not wavering for even a moment.

Men are easy. A little ego boost goes a long way.

If only the man in my relationship was that simple.

“Let’s aim to get here by seven,” EJ decides for the group, swiping his thumb against the coffee on his sweats again. 

“Sounds great.” Seth pulls the finished meal out of the oven. “Until then, grab a plate and eat.”


CHAPTER THREE
declan


I’m going to make her talk to me tonight.

Nobody else noticed that she was being deliberately evasive this morning, but I clocked it the second that she changed the subject for the first time. 

Anytime her life in Windsor was brought up, she would offer a pathetic blanket statement and then direct the conversation to someone else. I’m on to her. I’m not going to draw attention to her in front of the whole crew, not when the rest of our friends would just latch onto anything said and pry into her business, but I smelled something sour.

I’ll get her to talk. 

I have a good sense for these things, and I think what I’ve been waiting for has finally happened. She can plaster that pretty smile on her mouth all she wants, but that spark has been missing from her eyes for at least two years now. I guarantee it’s been longer, but I’ve only just started to notice the subtle changes in her.

I think she and Gavin are on the rocks. I hope her and Gavin are on the rocks. Gavin is arguably the worst. He was an okay dude in college, but he was quiet, and we didn’t really know him well at all. I was stunned when she gave him the time of day. 

Out of everyone, that’s who the outspoken, temperamental Penelope Sweeten wound up with?

That’s a horror story to read to the kids at night.

The second that idiot got his claws in her, she began to change. She held her own for a while until he forced her out of town, and being away from her support system did her dirty. The first time she came back, things were fine. Every time I’ve seen her since, the real Penny grows more and more distant.

Gavin sucks. Did I mention that?

Lucky used to be fun. Not in the crazy, college girl way, where she drank and danced and climbed onto tables at bars. She was sneaky fun. She’d drop lemons down the shirts of men who were creepy at bars. She’d make us all talk in a fake language in cab rides to and from the bar. 

She was a riot.

My favourite part about Penny, the best part, was how she would eventually get her butt to the dance floor. Only, it would be to headbang like an utter nut with Avery at her side. 

I’m not exaggerating. We’d get back to their place, and they’d have to ice their necks.

She was solely on the dancefloor to act like a fool, and I absolutely loved watching her and Avery gather confused stares from drunken men. 

I also enjoyed picking fights with the dudes who had something to say about it. 

Rule number one about the ladies, fellas: they are not doing anything on a night out to garner your undivided attention. If they’re dancing with the girls, it’s because they want to dance with the girls. It’s not some strange way of inviting you to insert yourself between them.

If they’re throwing their hair around and screaming like banshees, they don’t care if you think they look ridiculous. They don’t really care if you’re in the room at all.

Penny hasn’t danced while she’s been home in years. She rarely orders her classic: tequila shots without lemon or salt. She barely even leaves her seat when we go to The Swan Dive anymore. It’s the most anti-Penny thing I’ve ever seen. 

I fully and wholeheartedly blame Gavin Dumont for that behaviour.

He has always stuck his nose up at the rest of us. He was only around because EJ was friends with his roommate. He never really got drunk with us but seemed irritated when he came to a party where the rest of us got wasted—including his future girlfriend. 

I’m not saying everyone’s got to drink. I’m just saying don’t expect people not to when you come to a party.

Speaking of Penny, that asshole left his own girlfriend at the bar when she got messed up and wound up on the dance floor, screaming at the DJ to play hair metal multiple times.

Did I mention Gavin Dumont is human trash?

“Declan, if you didn’t want to come to dinner, you could have said so.”

As soon as my mother says my name, I realize that I’ve been staring at my mashed potatoes and half-eaten steak for the last ten minutes. I snap my gaze up to hers. She is watching me carefully, her pasta twirled around her fork. 

My dad smiles apologetically from his spot beside her. He knows that I’ve been itching to talk to my mother about her insistence on going out for dinner twice a week every time I’m home. It bothers me that they always pay when I now have millions in my bank account, and honestly, it’s unenjoyable to go to restaurants so frequently with the same two people.

I love my parents. I do. 

My mom didn’t handle me moving away from home very well. Even all these years later, it’s hard for her. She’s contemplated moving to where I am, but it’s a fool’s errand. There’s no guarantee that I’ll be in one city very long, though I don’t think that I’ll ever leave Pittsburgh. I can’t exactly envision them quitting their jobs and moving to another country, either. Not when I can just fly them out whenever the hell they want.

“Sorry, Mom,” I say, dropping my fork and leaning back in my seat. “We’ve already talked about the Sanderson’s niece on Tuesday. I’ve heard this before.”

“Oh,” she says. She deflates a bit, and I instantly feel bad. Only child guilt.

My father drapes his arm across the back of her chair. 

I’m the spitting image of my old man. Tall, built, lean but sturdy, with dark brown hair—though, he’s grayer than anything nowadays. He keeps a mustache on his upper lip, and I sport the full beard, but he kept his crystal blue eyes to himself, and I got my mother’s hazel ones. 

“Maureen, I do agree that we need to relax with the dinners.”

My mother whirls to him, her knuckles going white as she grips her fork. Her perfectly-styled blonde hair bobs at her shoulders, the hairspray keeping it together like one, singular piece of hair.

My dad smiles sweetly at her. A smile that he reserves for only his wife, and the whole reason I think she fell in love with him in the first place.

“Declan can come home for dinner when he wants to. We don’t need to keep going out to eat.”

Her eyes narrow, and her gaze slowly turns back to me. I instantly feel my throat dry under her attention. 

Oh god. 

Thanks, Dad.

“Do you not like going for dinner with us, Declan?”

I resist the urge to shoot my dad the middle finger and instead focus on my mother. 

“It’s not that, Mom. It’s just… a lot. Dad’s right. I’d rather stay at home and have some of your homemade chili than go for dinner every night.”

My subtle compliment worked. My mother’s face softens, and she returns to twirling her noodles around her fork.

“Well, okay. You could have just told me that, honey. I don’t want it to feel like you’re having dental work done because I’m forcing you to spend time with us.”

“It’s not like that, Mom. I like spending time with you guys.”

“We know, Son,” my dad says softly, flashing me a wink.

I wish my parents had given me a break and had another child. Just one. I know that sounds crazy, but my life would have been a lot different if I had a sibling. I was the sole figure of their attention and it drove all three of us crazy. If they had another child, they could’ve taken half of this weight from me and half of my parents’ attention.

I never want to hurt their feelings, and I know how much they value time with me when I’m home. I don’t come home hardly enough as it is. 

But being loved by them is a lot.

I didn’t tell my mother that I disliked these dinners because I knew it would hurt her. I was honest when I said I enjoy spending time with them, but there is only so much one can talk about during a dinner before it becomes repetitive. Hence, the neighbour’s niece getting fired from her job for stealing money from the till. I wouldn’t even care about that on a good day. 

That isn’t even the worst part. 

The worst part is being in public. At bars, parks, or out shopping—I’m moving around and not sitting stationary for too long. Sitting for meals allows people to get a good look at me. They think I look familiar and wonder for the next little while, their eyes darting my way every few seconds. 

The longer I sit, the longer they have to look me up and confirm that I’m Declan Lowes. Then, more often than not, they come up to talk.

Mom loves it. 

I hate it.

Tonight, our waiter took one look at me, and his eyes grew to the size of fucking saucers. He said nothing at first but took our drink orders with a shaky hand. When he returned, he came back with a trembling tray of beverages and a red face. 

“Uh. Hey man. Are you Declan Lowes?”

There it was.

“Yeah. What's up, buddy?”

His face fell with relief at the kindness in my voice. I liked that look. I want to be a nice guy. I remember being a kid and worshiping my favourite players. I’d die if I met my hero, and he was a jerk.

Even when I’m in a piss-poor mood, I plaster a smile on my face.

“I’m a huge fan. I cannot believe you’re seated in my section.”

“Thanks, bud. That means a lot.”

“Can I get a picture later, before you go? Or can you sign the bill for me?”

“Sure thing. After the meal, alright?”

I will never, and I mean ever, be rude to someone who approaches me with love and respect. I have declined to sign or talk at length with people who approach me while I’m out, especially on dates, but I explain very kindly that I prefer not to do that stuff while I'm eating or taking a piss.

Yeah. That’s happened. Mid-stream.

This kid looked at me like I was his hero. He was doing a good job tonight and was chill and polite. Of course he could get a picture. It would take me two seconds after dinner, and it would make his whole month. I will barely remember this in a few days. 

It was quite honestly the least I could do.

I shouldn’t moan about it. I fucking love my job, and I love the fans. I was ‘the fans’ at one point in time—but I’m home and on vacation. Doing this twice a week is exhausting. I want to be able to just be myself without having to worry about someone posting a video of me online or catching me on a bad day.

Talking about the Sandersons’ niece and other stupid shit like that makes it a bad day. 

After we finish eating, and much to my dismay, my mother pays for the check. I slide a hundred-dollar bill into the server’s hand, and his eyes widen in surprise. I have long since stopped arguing with my parents about paying for dinners, but this kid was respectful throughout our meal. 

Plus, he didn’t linger. 

I like that.

An extra hundred on top of his tip was just to thank him for being a good dude.

We stand by the table, my arm around his slim shoulders. The kid raises a thumbs up, and I flash a toothy grin. In the second photo, I wink at the camera, and he stares at me like I’m a god. 

I’m not. 

But I do feel that way when I’m on skates. 

I shake his hand and he thanks me again, multiple times, and it’s over. 

It’s that easy. 

I hope the next time I am forced to eat here, he’ll be our server. I’ll take one hundred pictures with him if he continues to treat me like a normal guy seated in his section. Not once did I feel like he was inspecting my every move or inviting his buddies to the restaurant for a chance to meet me.

“Are you coming by, honey?”

I shake my head, heading in the opposite direction than my parents and toward my Range Rover. 

“Penny’s in town. We’re all getting together at The Swan Dive.”

My mother’s eyes light up. She stops walking in the middle of the parking lot, gripping my dad’s arm like I just told her they created a professional team in town, and I’m moving home to be their captain.

“Penelope Sweeten?” 

I slow, shooting her a bored look. 

She knows there is no other Penny, and I know exactly where this is going.

My mom grips my dad even tighter. “Oh, you have to tell her to stop by for a visit!”

Yes, because I’m sure Penny wants to attend a Lowes family dinner during her few, precious weeks at home. She would die before she stepped foot in my parents’ house again. 

In our sophomore year of college, I had a few people over in the basement, and Penny wound up puking all over my mother’s hand towels. Like, projectile vomit type of puke. My mom rubbed her back and reassured her that it was fine while she cried her little heart out and apologized to my toilet bowl.

A laugh bubbles in my throat at the memory. Still, my mom loved her even after that. Penny, on the other hand, never got over her humiliation. My mom knows this, yet she keeps trying.

“I’ll see if she has time. She’s got a bunch of family stuff to do,” I lie. I’m making excuses for her. I’m never going to mention this conversation to Penny.

“See you later, Son,” my dad says with a knowing smile. 

He gently tugs my mother toward their vehicle, trying to help free both me and Penny from Mom’s new idea before she starts running with it.

“Thank you for dinner!” I call, walking backward toward my vehicle.

“Thank you for pretending to enjoy it!” my mom calls back.

I hop into my Range Rover and text Seth. It’s seven-thirty. The crew should all be at the pregame by now. I’d expect them to at least be three drinks deep, but I don’t want to head there if they are planning to head to The Swan soon. 

Me


Just finished dinner. Going to go grab some beer and I’ll head over. Still got time?




I’m pulling out of the parking lot when he texts back.

Seth


Tiff and Lau just got here. Plenty of time. Mind picking up a bottle of vodka for the twins? They were too busy having mimosas all afternoon to get to the store.




A smile tugs at my lips. ‘The twins’ is a nickname we came up with before we were even friends with Avery and Penny. Seth was getting tutored by this girl, and then suddenly, we started seeing her everywhere. Wherever we turned on campus, there was the short little brunette with the attitude of a giant. She was always, and I mean fucking always, with a tall, blonde girl that looked like she hated the world. They looked nothing alike, but they sure acted the same.

Where one of them went, the other was right beside her. If you fought with one, you fought with both. If you hurt one of them, you apologize to them both.

The fucking twins.

Me


Are they dancing yet?




Seth’s reply is almost instant.

Seth


Nope. They’re singing Queen loud enough to scare the neighbours though. 




I huff out a laugh.

Me


Tell the twins I’ll get their vodka. 
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It’s nearly eight by the time I pull up to the house. I kick off my shoes at the door, being greeted by music from the early 2000s being played way too loud. The girls are belting along at the top of their lungs. 

It’s like a melody to my fucking brain.

I know I’m supposed to love the boys and all, and I do—they’re my best friends, but I adore these girls. 

I round the corner with the vodka laid on top of the case of beer. Tiff and Lau are playing Avery and Pen in beer pong, but with the amount of singing that’s happening, I’d wager this is more karaoke than any other game. The collapsable table is pushed against the furthest wall in the kitchen, right in between the island and the living room. 

They all whirl around to look at me when Wyatt calls out my name.

I drop the case of beer onto the chair and grab the vodka bottle by the neck, holding it out like an offering.

The twins take one look and rush me. Avery throws her arms around my neck and Penny grabs my free hand, bending at the knee before me. I can’t take my eyes off her as she kneels, her dark blue eyes teasing with an evil undertone that I haven’t seen in quite a long time. She places three kisses on my knuckles, and I feel every curve of her lips.

“Our hero,” Avery says, forcing a Southern accent.

“A nobleman deserving of knighthood,” Penny adds, kissing my knuckles again.

I trap her hand with my thumb and squeeze. Her smile drops just slightly. To make her even more uncomfortable, I drag my thumb across the width of her fingers.

Like I expected, I win.

She quickly yanks her hand free and stands. 

She aims a look of disgust my way, which only makes me laugh. I slap the bottle of vodka into her hands, and just as quickly, her face explodes into a megawatt smile. 

A real, Penny smile. 

Those are rare nowadays.

That’s why I smile back, my eyes locked on hers.

Penny fixes me with a look. “Careful, Dec. Your moves won’t work here.”

I raise a brow. “No?”

I beg to differ. They always work.

Penny shakes her head, but then stills as a glimmer of mischief enters her eyes. She slowly glances over her shoulder—a deliberate move. The ultimate trump card.

I follow her gaze and regret it. 

Tiffany is watching us a little too closely for my liking. She is trying to act like she isn’t, but I know she’s monitoring where my hands are and just how much of my tone sounds even slightly flirtatious.

I instantly feel uncomfortable in my own skin. 

I avert my eyes.

Nope. Not dealing with this tonight.

Penny turns back to me, blinking up at me through those lashes. The vodka bottle dangles from her fingers as if it weighs nothing, swaying back and forth.

“Don’t start,” I grumble. 

I don’t want to beg, but I will. I will literally get down on my knees and plead with her. 

The only thing that could ruin this night is having to deal with the Tiffany situation again, so many years later. I’d very much like to coexist as we usually do and pretend this awkwardness in the air is just pollution.

You know how they say that revenge is a dish best served cold? Untrue. Regret is. I regret a lot of things in this life, but sleeping with one of my friends is the worst of them.

Penny cracks the lid to the vodka, meeting my eyes. She bats her eyelashes again like a blameless little brat. It’s a mockery, though. I don’t think any expression Penny knows how to make could ever look innocent. Not on that face. 

“You started it,” she reminds me under her breath. She flashes me a wicked smile, a warning, before springing on her heel. Sliding toward the island, she fills three red solo cups with a generous amount of vodka. She hands one to Avery and then turns to me, pushing the last one into my hands.

I open my mouth to argue, but she gives me that look that makes me stop myself. This has clearly become Penny’s night, and she is going to ensure we are all wasted by the end of it.

“It’s a truce, Lowes. Take it.”

Ah, yes, a truce. We’ve had a fair share of those in our friendship. 

If taking this shot the size of a small planet puts a pause on the teasing about Tiffany, it’s worth the sacrifice for the greater good.

“You have the devil inside of you, Lucky,” I mutter, taking the cup from her hands.

She shrugs a shoulder, an easy smile on her mouth. “Never said I didn’t.”

I shake my head, watching as she downs her shot and re-joins the game. She says nothing to Tiffany. She doesn’t even hint at the jab she just made. Penny is trouble, but she isn’t mean. I don’t think she’d ever intentionally make either of us uncomfortable for her own amusement. 

Still, I don’t want to fret for too long and risk Tiffany making assumptions. I take a whiff of my cup and wince—yep, that’s pure fucking vodka. 

Whatever, a truce is a truce. 

I pass by their table—the only thing I can do to join the boys in the kitchen.

“Hey, ladies.” I wave to the only two I haven’t yet greeted. I’m not mean, either. I don’t isolate the girl because I was an asshole all those years ago. Both Lauren and Tiffany smile and say hello, but Tiffany’s eyes linger. 

They always linger. 

It’s been almost a decade, and I still can’t seem to shake her. She’s here for good. She’s a part of the group. I know that, and she knows that. The difference is that she’s never been able to get over whatever little fling we had sophomore year, and I was over it while we were still in it. I’m not trying to be arrogant when I say that. The texts I get in the middle of the night are proof that she can’t let go.

I try to keep this civil, I really do, but I’ve done everything apart from literally telling her to fuck off at this point.

She’s a beautiful girl. Dark skin, sweet eyes, and the nicest hair on the damn planet—big, sexy curls, but it was never anything more than friendship, even when we were doing more-than-friendly things to each other.

I make my way into the kitchen, still cringing at the liquid in my cup.

Seth hands me a ginger ale like he can read my mind. I’m still not positive that he can’t. 

“Thanks.” I pour it into my cup.

“We made a mistake in not letting them join our last few games,” EJ grumbles, glowering toward the beer pong table. “Now they’re making a point to hold the table hostage.”

I snort, sipping my drink. 

Classic. 

You’d think they would have learned their lesson after doing the exact same thing at almost every single party in college and experiencing the same outcome. 

Don’t exclude chicks from drinking games. That’s a golden rule.

Do it, and they’ll exclude you from everything. 

Cars to the club? Figure out your own way. After-party? Sorry, they forgot to mention it.

“They’ll get bored,” Wyatt says, eyes locked on the girls. Lauren throws her hands up in triumph when Tiffany lands a shot. “The drunker they get, the less they care about pissing us off.”

Now, that I don’t agree with. Maybe Avery, but the drunker Penny gets, the more competitive she becomes. That’s how she used to be, anyway. I’m not quite sure who Penny is anymore, drunk or sober. 

I do know one thing: drunk or sober, then or now, she fucking sucks at beer pong.

By the time we’re heading to The Swan Dive, the girls are pretty drunk, and EJ is right there behind them. I’m buzzing, but nothing too crazy. I can already tell Seth is dreading his shift as designated driver because the girls relentlessly screamed the whole way to the bar.

I swear, at some point, they were speaking a whole other language that the simple minds of men cannot understand.

There was only so much room in the truck, so somehow Tiffany ended up pretty much in my lap. I kept my hands to myself, staring out the window, and she seemed keen on looking anywhere but me, too. We never talk about her calls and texts when I’m home. Sometimes I’ll answer, but other times I don’t. 

Don’t get me wrong, I never lead her on. I just have a fucking warped idea that the one time I don’t answer when I’m awake, she’ll be in trouble. Typically, I’ll shoot her an ‘everything ok?’ text, and when she confirms she’s okay, I remind her that this has to stop.

It really has to stop.

The last time she texted was about half a year ago, and I wasn’t as nice as I could have been. I feel bad. I don’t like being that guy, but I have to keep making it clear that this isn’t a thing. We are just friends, if you can even consider us that anymore.

I might have been the only one who noticed that Tiffany was the one girl in the truck who didn’t utter a single word the entire drive.

Now, in the bar, Tiffany and Lauren are talking to two guys at a small table in the back corner. Tiffany’s attention is solely focused on the blond guy in the plaid jacket. Lauren’s playing wingman and good best friend by entertaining the other dude. That woman has been married for years and would never stray. 

It’s a relief to see Tiff distracted. 

They really mean it when they say don’t fuck your friends. They also really mean it when they say not to agree to be friends with benefits with a person who clearly has feelings for you. I was young and dumb and would take it back if I could. 

I know I hurt her, but I’ve apologized more times than I’ve ever even spoken to her at this point.

Anyway, I’ve been watching Penny like a fucking stalker. 

It’s funny, Penny was having the time of her life at Avery’s, but the second we got to the bar, she turned into a watered-down shell of herself. She ordered a Long Island with the saddest eyes I have ever seen and went directly to a table, sat her ass down, and hasn’t moved since.

Nobody else seems to notice. Wyatt hasn’t left her side, though that’s not unusual. Their friendship is like that. At least she smiles when she’s with him. Not that fake kind of smile she puts on for the rest of us, either.

I watch her more carefully than the rest of them do. I always have. She looks like she’d rather die than be in this bar, which is odd since she seemed so excited about it all day. 

How does nobody see that?

If you want answers, but you don’t want to ask the source, you go for the twin. 

I slide in beside Avery and Seth at the bar. They’re waiting for their drinks, but both of their gazes snap to me when I push my way into the space right next to them. 

The music is still relatively quiet since the place hasn’t filled up yet. It makes it easier to ask the questions that I know are going to have Avery wanting to interrogate me like a federal agent.

“What’s going on with Pen?”

Seth goes rigid, and then shakes his head animatedly behind her, motioning for me not to ask, but it’s too late. Avery’s eyes have already narrowed in on me.

My eyes flicker to Seth, catching Avery’s unwanted attention. She whirls backward to look at him, and he immediately stops moving and presses his lips together tightly. He turns back to the bar without another word, adjusting his glasses on his nose.

Avery slowly meets my eyes again. “What do you mean?”

“She was happy-go-lucky at your place, and now she looks like somebody kicked a puppy in front of her. She’s putting it on for Wyatt, but I can see right through it.”

Avery stares at me, chewing on the inside of her cheek. She fiddles with the strap of her bag while contemplating what I’ve just said.

Seth is still staring out at the bar. Pretending he’s not here.

Avery lets out a long sigh, rolling her eyes. “Alright, but don’t say a word. I want her to have a good night. Just… help make that happen.”

I flash her a toothy grin, lifting my beer to my lips. “Deal.”

She doesn’t look like she believes this is a good idea, but she starts talking anyway.

“Gavin texted her and asked what she was up to. When she told him, he got all cranky and basically told her that she’s immature and that we bring out the worst in her. Started a fight.”

My brows skyrocket to my hairline. Immature? For going out with her friends? For having some fun?

Gavin can suck my dick, honestly.

“What?”

Avery nods, not bothering to hide the roll of her eyes as the bartender drops two Long Islands in front of her. I know where the second one is going.

“He said something like: ‘All you do is drink when you’re home. That's why I don’t come with you anymore’.”

“He doesn’t come because he doesn’t want to,” I snap.

Seth scoffs, nodding as he hands a twenty to the bartender.

“I know,” Avery says with a sigh. She takes a sip of her drink. “But we all know Gavin isn’t necessarily the most rational person. He tends to make her feel bad about stupid things. We are in charge of making her forget that, correct?”

She stares at me, her big brown eyes wide and unblinking.

“Uh.” I nod, leaning my elbow on the bar. “Right. Correct.”

“Seth?” she asks, glancing over her shoulder at her boyfriend. Her short brown hair sways as she turns.

“You got it,” he says unenthusiastically.

One thing Seth does not like to do is get involved, yet he always seems to get pulled into anything and everything.

“Great,” she chirps and turns on her heel. She walks quickly through the small crowd until she gets to our table. She places the drink in front of Penny, whose eyes darken as she looks at it.

I shake my head, turning toward the bar. I lean forward on my forearms, ensuring Seth is close enough that he can hear me.

“She needs to get rid of that guy.”

“I know,” Seth mutters, mimicking my position. “Just be careful with what you say to Avery. She’s so mad that she gave you more information than she usually would, but don’t start bashing Gavin in front of her now.”

I bring the beer to my lips and look sideways at him.

He shrugs. “She’ll defend him even if she hates him. As long as Penny is with him, if anyone besides Penny speaks poorly of him, she will swing.”

I shake my head again, but I can appreciate the beauty of female friendships. 

The fucking twins.

If Penny said the sky was purple and someone disagreed with her, Avery would probably convince you that you were color blind. Even if she knew full well that Penny was wrong, she’d tell nobody but Penny that fact. It goes both ways and is the absolute worst for everyone besides the two of them.

“You have to let her figure it out on her own,” Seth says, taking a sip of beer. “She’s a grown woman, Dec, and she’s never particularly liked your input on her life.”

That is probably an understatement. When Penny started dating Gavin, I pulled her aside at a party and told her it was a bad idea. I didn’t trust him. I knew he didn’t view the world the way she did, and I figured that it would end poorly. He’s kind of a stick in the mud. She’s always been the opposite.

Just because they’ve stayed together for ten years doesn’t mean that I was wrong.

Penny had listened to me with an expressionless look on her face. I talked more than I should have and said more than was probably wise because she’d been so eerily silent. Her knee started to bob up and down the more I spoke, and by the end of my drunken speech, I could practically see the smoke coming from her nose with each breath. 

She stared at me, asked me if there was anything else I’d like to say, and then walked right out of the party and didn’t speak to me for two months. If I was in the room, she pretended I wasn’t. If I spoke directly to her, she ignored that I had said anything at all. It was torture. 

Then, one day, she sat next to me on the couch at her and Avery’s house, looked me dead in the eye and told me if I ever made another comment about her relationship, she would drown me in her bathtub.

We were friends again, and I genuinely tried to keep my thoughts to myself. I have slipped up a few times since then, and it usually ends with us yelling at each other, but I always manage to mull things over with a sweet apology and a promise not to do it again.

I glance over my shoulder to where she’s staring at the table as she sips her drink—our friends laughing around her, the ghost of her torment in her eyes.

Well. 

I am going to do it again.


CHAPTER FOUR
penny


I’m four drinks in when Declan drops himself into the seat across from me. 

I am sitting alone, waiting for Avery to return from the bar. I handed her a fifty and told her to stock up so that we didn’t have to move again. Not like I’ve really moved much at all. She is currently fighting for a spot in line now that the crowd has picked up.

Wyatt left just ten seconds ago to use the washroom. It’s the first time I’ve been alone all night, and judging by the look on Declan’s face, I don’t think that was an accident.

Declan crosses his arms and rests them on the dirty tabletop. He does a cursory glance around the room, eyeing the moving bodies with little interest. 

When he turns his attention back to me, his hazel eyes harbor a full weaponry.

I cock a brow, digging the cherry out of my drink with my straw and popping it into my mouth. 

His eyes track the movement. Those dark lashes practically sweep his cheekbones.

“What are you doing, Pen?” he asks, gaze flickering back up to mine.

I chew the cherry, reaching up to pluck the stem from my mouth and drop it onto the table.

“Drinking. What are you doing?” 

Declan’s eyes flicker with mild annoyance. By the way he heaves a long breath through his nose, it’s clear that he expected me to know exactly what he meant by that vague, obscure question that he asked without providing any context. 

That’s what he always expects. For me to read his mind.

I can feel another round of Penny versus Declan coming on. It’s been a while. I guess we’re about due.

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t,” I say, leaning back against the uncomfortable bar seat. I bring my Long Island to my lips, staring at him over the rim. “Enlighten me.”

“With Gabriel.”

Declan knows his name. He knows it isn’t Gabriel. Yet, my knee-jerk reaction is still to correct him.

“Gavin.”

Declan rolls his eyes. “Gavin.”

He spits his name like an insult. He always has. Annoying, since he used to be friends with Gavin and has seen him a total of five times since we moved cities. Declan doesn’t even know who Gavin is anymore. He just likes to act like he does.

It pisses me off.

Gavin has always been kind to him. He’s just quieter and more reserved, especially in this particular group of people. It’s a big, intimidating friend group to try to infiltrate. Can we really blame him for that?

He tried his best when we were in college, but he never quite fit in with all of our competing personalities. He was always around, of course, but he never really felt at ease with them the way that I did. Regardless, he’s never given Declan a single reason to act like saying his name is as painful as chewing glass. 

I have my own qualms with my relationship, but I’m allowed to. It’s mine.

“I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

Declan shoots me a bored look that has me sipping my drink again.

I suddenly feel incredibly vulnerable.

I don’t do vulnerability. 

“Why are you still with that idiot?” he finally asks outright. I roll my eyes, but he storms on before I can cut him off. “I thought tonight would be the night. Our semi-annual meet-up. You’d saunter in and say ‘Hey Dec, guess what? I dumped that asshole’.’” 

I pull my lips from my straw. I’m not sure where he got that idea from, but I don’t like it. My temper stirs to life in my gut, and it has nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with the insensitive moron across the table. 

I love Declan, I do. He’s one of the very best. When he’s kind, he’s the type of person you thank the universe for, but when he’s not—he’s the worst. It doesn’t help that he seems to save that side of himself for me. When he goes full tilt, on a complete warpath, it’s almost always to go head-to-head with me, and it’s continually about stuff that really isn’t his business.

He is not allowed to say stuff like this. We have a rule. 

Declan doesn’t know the details of my relationship and wouldn’t know how to have a relationship if his life depended on it. I am sick and tired of him commenting on something that belongs to me. Never mind speaking to me about my partner this way.

“You know,” I say, dropping my drink back to the table. I push it out of the way, leaning toward him. He leans in, too. “I don’t insult your many lady friends. I have never once called them something equivalent to an asshole, and they aren’t around for more than a month.”

Declan’s lip twitches upward. “That’s not true. Remember Amy? You called her a soul-sucking bitch.”

Welp. He’s absolutely right about that one. 

In my defense, she let it slip in the bathroom of this very bar that Declan’s professional hockey prospects were the hottest thing about him. It all went downhill from there.

That’s one of the least interesting things about the guy.

I roll my eyes, leaning back in my seat. “Well, that’s because she was a soul-sucking bitch.”

“And Grayson is an asshole.”

My eyes flash. “Gavin.”

Declan is full-on grinning now, showing me that blinding, arrogant smile. He’s proud that he’s managed to strike a nerve. Those stupid dimples poke out from the stubble on his cheeks and the urge to cuss him out triples.

“I don’t need to remember his name. He won’t be around much longer,” he says with a shrug. “Plus, he hasn’t come home with you in years. Not really making an effort now, is he?”

Shut up, Declan. Please, shut up.

I can only take so much right now. 

No, I’m fine. I’m fine.

“He’s busy.”

It’s a knee-jerk reaction to defend him. I can say things like this to him in private. I can think them. But there is no way in hell I will let somebody else talk about him like this. Especially not the people who are supposed to love and care about me the most.

That should include Declan.

“Aren’t we all?” Declan pushes himself away from the table by his elbows. 

He does another sweep of the room, even though we both know he’s not leaving this conversation unless he’s forced to. 

We’re quiet for a moment. Me: burning holes into his head with my eyes, and him: acting like this conversation is a walk in the park, and like he’s not mortally offending me with each word he aims in my direction.

He drapes an arm over the back of his chair and finally looks back at me.

I’m positively stewing, My scowl is a weapon that I’m locking and loading.

Reaching for my drink, I take a long sip from the straw. 

The best part about The Swan Dive is that their Long Islands are made with enough tequila to make your head spin after one. If you drink it fast enough, it makes the world implode. I could really do with an imploding world right about now.

“What’s your problem with Gavin, Declan?” I finally ask with a long, bored sigh. He wants me to ask that exact question, that much is obvious. He’s been itching to give me the reason he brought this up since he sat down.

Declan scans my face for a moment. That grin has lessened, and for the first time since his arrival, he looks like he’s trying to be careful about what he says next.

“He has never been anything but nice to you,” I remind him since he suddenly can’t find the nerve to speak.

“I could give two fucks if he’s nice to me,” he grumbles, reaching up to adjust the hat on his head. He lifts it, pulling back his thick dark hair with one brush of his hand, and places it backward on his head again. 

“So, why do you suddenly have a vendetta against him?” I sip until all that’s left in the glass is ice cubes.

Damn. I need more liquid courage. Having this conversation mildly sober sounds like a nightmare.

“Trust me, it’s not sudden. It’s how he treats you that I’m worried about.”

My eyes snap upward at that comment. Where did that come from? 

Declan’s eyes soften a bit. Oh, he’s serious. He’s thought about this. 

This man that I’ve been friends with for ten years is concerned that my boyfriend, someone who I have known for nearly as long, is mistreating me. That’s a horrible feeling. I can’t figure out where that worry would stem from. I’ve never even hinted that anything is wrong at home.

He’s not necessarily wrong, but he definitely isn’t right. Gavin doesn’t treat me poorly; he just doesn’t treat me the way he should. He doesn’t treat me the way I want to be treated. It’s emotionally starving me. It’s a slow killer, but even so, Declan shouldn’t know that.

Without thinking, I glance to the bar behind him, where Avery is waving my fifty-dollar bill, trying to get served. 

Declan follows my gaze but says nothing. 

Avery is the only one who knows the ins and outs of my relationship, who knows my deepest doubts and darkest truths. But she’s also a woman who would move and bury a body with me, no questions asked. There is no way she’d trade secrets with any of the boys. Especially not Declan, with our complicated history.

Not about me.

“He treats me just fine.”

“Just fine?” Declan asks, cocking a brow. He shakes his head in disbelief. “That’s a declaration of love if I’ve ever heard one.”

“What the hell do you know about love?” I ask, a bitter laugh rocking through me.

I need another Long Island. Stat. 

“I know that you’re not yourself when you’re with him,” he says plainly. I stop breathing as soon as those words leave his mouth, my anger being sizzled by a deep, aching pain. Declan holds my stare. “I know that he’s dulled you down to this tame, watered-down version of yourself.”

I blink slowly, swallowing the sudden lump in my throat.

Ouch.

That one was mean.

“That’s called growing up, Declan. You should try it sometime.”

He laughs a humorless laugh but keeps his eyes trained on me. I recognize the look that has started brewing behind them and I know what’s coming. He chews on the inside of his cheek as he contemplates his next words. It’s the same look he’d wear on the ice in college. He is bracing for a battle. He wants one.

“Why don’t you have a dog?”

I blink.

“What?”

“For as long as I’ve known you, all you’ve wanted is a house full of dogs. Why don’t you have one?”

I stare at him, stunned.

He raises both brows, waiting for my answer.

“You’ve lived with him for what? Four years now? Where’s the pooch, Pen?”

I tense, shifting in my seat. He’s hitting the rawest spots of me and I’m not sure how much more I can take.

“I bet it’s because he won’t let you get one. He doesn’t want one. He’s probably too busy, right?”

I grind my teeth together so hard that I feel like my molars are going to turn to dust. 

That’s the exact reason Gavin has been giving me for three years now.

“I bet you don’t scream eighties rock songs at the top of your lungs in the car with him. I bet you don’t go see the movies you want to see because he thinks they’re dumb. They are, by the way, but that doesn’t matter. I bet you guys have all these plans that are just that—plans. Because he never follows through on them.”

Shut up, shut up, shut up.

Tears of fury burn behind my eyes. I’m clutching my empty drink so tightly that I fear the glass might shatter, but I won’t look away and admit defeat. I listen to every single brutal word that leaves Declan’s mouth. I watch his eyes as he says them clearly, delivering blow after blow right to the center of my chest.

Because it’s true. It’s all true.

“I bet you go to sleep with him every single night and still feel lonely.” His voice drops, and he shuffles forward a bit. Instinctively, I lean away. “He doesn’t come home with you because he doesn’t care about the people you care about. He doesn’t care about your home, or what makes you happy. He doesn’t want to watch you down tequila shots or haul Avery’s ass to the dancefloor anytime those eighties rock songs come on. He doesn’t want to acknowledge that piece of you that’s still in there, the one he hasn’t smothered out yet.”

Enough.

I slam my hand on the table, but he doesn’t flinch. Our eyes lock. My blood is boiling to the point where I swear I can hear it sizzling in my ears, and I either have to leave or I’m going to destroy what’s left of this friendship.

My heart tears straight down the middle. 

And it hurts. 

“That’s enough.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “It’s not.”

“Declan,” I warn him. It’s hard to keep the tears back now. They’re burning, pleading for me to blink and let them free. I don’t cry in front of people, especially not in public. I’m not doing this here.

“Penelope,” he says, voice low. “I’m not done.”

Tough shit.

“I am,” I announce, slipping my bag off the seat next to me. I stand, pushing the chair back and storming around the table without wasting a second to slide it back into place. 

He wants to play dirty? Fine. I don’t have to stay and listen to it.

Declan stands too, stepping directly in my path. I nearly collide with his chest.

I glare up at him, my bottom lip shaking despite my best attempts to smother the emotion that he’s dug up. 

His hazel eyes dart to my mouth, brows pinching together in the middle. He makes no move to get out of my way. He just stands there and stares.

“Ten years, Pen. What do you have to show for it?” He reaches forward and grabs my elbow, his thumb brushing against the sleeve of my blouse. “Property? Money? A bare finger that he’s never going to put a rock on?”

A sharp intake of breath leaves my throat like I was punched in the stomach. 

How dare he?

My heart drops to my feet with the last blow. It shatters on the floor between us, fragmented and unfixable. I have been hurt before, many times, but none of them ever felt like this.

Declan is aiming below the belt, and he knows it. He’s shooting to kill, but he doesn’t realize that the only thing he’ll manage to take out is our friendship. 

I think he already has.

“All that stuff is nice, but it isn’t what you want, and it doesn’t make it love. You aren’t in love, Penny. You’re comfortable. He’s already disappointing you. Cut him loose before he destroys you.”

My legs are shaking as I glare up at him. We hold each other’s gaze, though mine is made of pure ice and fire. Declan does not seem to fear that look—it’s been aimed his way enough times over the years. But this time, I kind of wish looks could kill.

He typically just grins and acts like a smug little bastard when I lose my temper. He revels in it. He isn’t smiling now.

“I told you what would happen if you continued to pry into my life like this. I warned you that it would ruin our relationship.”

Declan lets out a breath, rolling his eyes a bit. “Come on.” 

“I told you, and yet you still push. You always push, thinking that you can flash a smile and say you’re sorry and I’ll brush it under the rug. It doesn’t work like that! The things you say have consequences, and you need to get that through your fucking head.” My tone is so eerily calm that it even frightens me. Declan’s face has gone slack. “You’ve made it very clear that I tend to keep people in my life that don’t deserve to be there. I think it’s time I change that.”

Him. I’m getting rid of him.

“Wait—”

I hold up a hand, shouldering the thin strap of my bag. “I would have never intentionally hurt you the way you just hurt me. Maybe that’s why Gavin never comes to town with me, Dec, because of people like you. I’m taking your advice. I’m cutting you out.”

“Lucky.” He opens his arms, whether it was to hug me or apologize, I’ll never know. 

I ignore the way he uses that nickname as a saving grace. Tossing it out there like a life raft, hoping I’ll reach for it. I don’t. I slam my shoulder into his and storm past him, right past Avery at the bar too, who is finally being handed two shots and two drinks. 

I won’t be there to drink them with her. She can ask Declan where I went. He can explain it to her with a flushed face, knowing that Avery will rip his chest hair out with her bare fingers for cutting my night short. 

I am not allowing Declan the privilege of seeing how right he was written all over the tears sliding down my cheeks.

He’ll never get that from me.


CHAPTER FIVE
penny


I’m curled up in my bed at my parents’ house the next morning, the hangover making it feel like my head is being run over by a horse. I probably should have stopped after the first Long Island. Maybe even the second. Better yet, I should have refrained from downing shot after shot at the pregame. 

Ugh. Even the word ‘vodka’ makes me want to puke right now.

A gentle knock sounds on my door. 

I already know who it is. I heard her buttering up my mom downstairs.

Avery had called within ten minutes of me leaving The Swan Dive last night. I ignored her calls but texted her to tell her that I was heading home, I was safe, and that I’d text her when I was out of the car to ensure my rideshare driver didn’t skin me alive. 

I knew she wouldn’t make it very long before showing up, but she typically doesn’t get out of bed before eleven. It’s earlier than eleven. It’s barely nine. That means she senses this is an emergency.

I grumble out something that sounds like words, and she slowly opens the door, poking her head into my room.

She winces at the sight of me, but I glare at the sight of her. Of course, she looks pretty and remarkably well-rested after last night. Brown bob, perfectly shiny. Eyes clear and doe-like. 

She’s a bitch.

My eyes dart to her hands, and I immediately retract all negative thoughts. Every single one of them. There’s a coffee in her hand with a familiar logo and a small bag hanging between her fingers. 

With one sniff, I know she is that pretty because she is the greatest human ever born.

I lift my head. “Is that a cinnamon roll?”

She slides into the room and softly closes the door with her foot. She shakes it in her hand like I’m a dog, and she’s brought me a treat.

“Homemade by Seth and fresh out of the oven ten minutes ago.”

I scramble into a sitting position so fast that the room starts spinning. I don’t care. It doesn’t matter that I might fall out of this bed and onto the floor. All I can think of is the pastry in her hands and how great it’s going to taste on my tongue. I hold my hands out like a child and clap excitedly. 

Everyone must know what happened if Seth spent his morning baking me cinnamon rolls before work.

She rolls her eyes, but hands over the goods. Both the bag and the coffee.

I pull the cinnamon bun out of the bag and let out a low groan. It smells like heaven. Like heaven, and puppies, hazelnut lattes, and being kissed for the first time. There’s also extra icing.

Scratch that. I take it back. This cinnamon bun is better than heaven.

Avery falls onto the foot of my bed, lying on her back. She stares at the ceiling. 

“I threw a drink on Declan last night.”

I’m mid-bite into heaven when my head snaps up to look at her, eyes wide. I frantically try to chew and swallow so I can ask the ten questions that just popped into my head.

Avery rolls her head to look at me. “I came back to the table, and he was sitting there looking like a guilty little kid. He couldn’t even look me in the eye.”

I finally manage to swallow. “Did he tell you what he said to me?”

“Yeah,” Avery says with a sigh. “At least, his side of it, but he didn’t make himself seem like an angel, so I assume he was honest.”

He usually is.

“He wasn’t very nice,” I grumble, taking another bite.

That gross feeling comes back to my stomach. He read me like an open book, and I hated the way that felt. I ran, like a coward, because I couldn’t handle being honest. Not to him, and not about that. I shouldn’t have had to be, anyway. Not in that setting. He shouldn’t have made me.

It was too raw. Too real.

I couldn’t admit that I saw some of the same things he did. It’s like he had somehow gotten into my head and learned all of my dirty, private secrets without ever speaking to me about it. 

Do you know how invasive that feels? 

I know that my relationship is suffering. I feel it every day, in every step and in my every breath. It scares me to think that other people might be seeing through the cracks that I'm desperately trying to cover. I’ll keep covering them until I figure out if this is saveable or not. Everything in me wants to protect what I’ve built. Protect Gavin. 

“I know. That was none of his business, either,” Avery says, rolling her head to stare at the ceiling again. “I obviously got a bit snappy with him, and when he said that I should be a better best friend, I lost my cool.”

“He said what?” I spit, my mouth still full of pastry.

She nods, not meeting my eyes. “He said that I should have been the one telling you all those things. He told me you deserved better.”

“Than you?” I seethe, incredulously. 

Avery is the most solid thing in my life. She’s the best thing in my life. She supports me through everything and anything, and would never expect anything in return. I return it tenfold, obviously, with the same energy and enthusiasm—but she wouldn’t care if I didn’t. We’re made for each other, her and I. Souls destined to go through life together. 

The only reason she wouldn’t be my first call if I was ever arrested is because she’d be sitting in the cell right next to me. 

Declan is out of line to suggest otherwise. But then again, when is he ever in line?

Contrary to what everyone thinks of me and Avery’s friendship, she is honest with me when she needs to be. 

Declan doesn’t know the inner workings of our friendship; he doesn’t understand that she does tell me certain things in private. Unlike him, she doesn’t need to make a spectacle. He just assumes that everything at surface level is the truth and wouldn’t understand the depth of a female friendship if it hit him in the mouth. 

I am going to stomp on his shooting wrist the next time I see him.

“From me, from Gavin, from your friends.”

“He’s an idiot,” I say with a tone of finality.

At least, he’s behaving like one.

“I shouldn’t have thrown that drink. You should have. But since you didn’t, I’m kind of glad that I got to.”

I huff a laugh, taking a sip of my latte. I hope it ruined the expensive fabric of his ridiculously overpriced shirt. There is no reason a black, long sleeve should cost over one hundred dollars, and I’d be willing to bet his cost over three. 

“Has he texted you?” Avery asks.

“No, but I told him I’m cutting him out. I don’t really expect to hear from him.”

She lifts her head. “You don’t mean that.”

I shrug. The sad part is, I think I do. 

Declan and I have had the strangest of friendships over the years. We are thick as thieves when things are good, but we butt heads more than we should, and it usually ends up in me losing my cool and him taunting me from across the room. Neither of us ever truly apologizes, we just move on. 

I’m tired of that. I don’t want to have to worry about when he’s choosing to be nice or when he decides he has some twisted score to settle. When it happens, it usually comes out of nowhere. 

Can you grasp how exhausting that might be?

I’d like some space. That’s all. A bit sad, isn’t it? We only see each other a couple of times a year as it is, and I want space. 

Maybe not permanently, but I need him to know that I mean the words that I say. Unlike Declan, when I make a promise, I stick to it. He doesn’t get to cross my boundaries with no repercussions anymore. I’ve let that slide too many times with him. Maybe space will be the lesson that finally changes things.

I was very clear about what would happen the next time that he did this. He just doesn’t seem to care that losing me is an option.

“What about Gavin?” 

Yeah, then there is the Gavin of it all. 

He didn’t need to ruin my night last night, but he chose to anyway. It’s one of those things that I try not to let bother me, but it does. It upset me enough to dismantle the great night that I was having with my friends. I don’t think he even realizes that he does it. That doesn’t make it any better, I know that. It’s just yet another habit that I’m trying to fix in order to save us.

“We talked last night. Just checked in quickly. I can tell he was still a bit pissed off, but honestly, he has no right to be. It’s… whatever at this point. It’s like arguing with the wall.”

And he never apologized for it. I’d wager he doesn’t think he’s wrong, but I don’t think I am, either. I’m allowed to go out with my friends. I’m allowed to come home and spend time with them. I’m allowed to go to the pub and drink myself silly if I want to.

It’s not whatever. It’s annoying and manipulative. I unloaded a lot of my anger on Declan last night that was meant for Gavin. Although Declan was out of line, everything he said made it ridiculously clear that I need to have another conversation with Gavin about our relationship. About how we’re sinking again, and we have to either grab a life raft or let ourselves drown.

If my cracks are starting to show to other people, I need to really focus on making repairs.

“Damn straight,” Avery grumbles. 

I am actively choosing not to stress over Declan’s words. Normally, they’d keep me angry and in my head for the next couple of days. The sad truth is, he is right. His delivery was horrible, as it typically is, but his concerns were valid. 

Gavin sucks a lot of joy out of my life. The things I love, the people I love, my happy place—they are always clouded in his shadow. While I’m here, it seems to bother him, even though he doesn’t want to be here with me. While I’m here, I wonder what he’s doing, who he’s with, or if he even misses me at all.

I fear he’s taking the happiness out of my home in hopes that I’ll leave it behind in the same way he did. 

I’ve told nobody that. Not even Ave.

Declan wasn’t entirely wrong, but I promise, there are good parts of my relationship. He just doesn’t see them because he doesn’t see us anymore. He sees me. Alone. He conjures up the idea of everything else based on that.

The good parts still exist. They still happen, and they still matter. Just because there are rough parts, hard parts…it doesn’t mean the good isn’t there. 

“Dec slept on my couch.”

“Oh, yeah?” I ask, sipping my latte. I pop the last bit of cinnamon bun in my mouth.

“I think he thought you were staying over. He went right up to the spare bedroom the second we walked in the front door and was confused when he found the bed empty.”

I roll my eyes. “Was he expecting round two?”

“I actually think he was coming to apologize,” she says, her eyes flickering to mine.

I snort. Tough chance. There is no way in hell that he wasn’t planning to barge into that room and spit out the many things that popped into his head after I stormed out of the bar. The things I didn’t let him finish saying.

“No, honestly. He tried to convince Seth to bring him here, but I told him to get fucked and sleep it off. That’s why I’m surprised he hasn’t texted you.”

“I am not holding my breath.” I turn my body so that my back is against the pillows and my legs are outstretched toward her. I wiggle my toes against her arm, earning a slap to my shin.

“Hey!” she cries, clamping her hands down on my ankle and forcing me to stop. 

I laugh against the rim of my coffee cup, and a stark realization hits me. I don’t really laugh at home anymore. I just kind of exist. I don’t know if I remember how to have fun or how to genuinely enjoy myself. There is living and there is surviving. Here, I feel like I’m living. 

Why is that easier when I’m away from him? 

We used to laugh, didn’t we? 

God, maybe Dec was more right than I realized.

My smile slowly dwindles as I consider how sad that is. I would have never thought I’d wind up here, uncertain if I’m with the person I’m supposed to be with after nearly ten damn years, realizing that he never makes me laugh.

“What just happened?” Avery asks, leaning up on her forearms. “Where did you just go?”

I swallow, looking over at her.

She’s the only soulmate I’ve ever really been certain of. Maybe I was only supposed to be given her, my platonic other half. It would be greedy to want more than someone as amazing as she is, to want two people whose souls are so closely intertwined with mine. 

Maybe she’s it for me.

I have to give her the truth before it suffocates me.

“I think he was right about a lot of it,” I say quietly, lowering my cup to my lap.

Avery’s brow furrows. “Declan?”

I nod, that gross feeling taking root in my gut again. 

She reaches over, places her hand on my foot, and squeezes it gently—one, two, three times. I meet her dark eyes, trying hard to force that burning feeling from behind my own.

Avery smiles tightly. She takes in the gravity of what I just admitted. 

It’s heavy.

“If he is, that’s okay, too. But it really doesn’t matter what Declan says or does, Pen. It’s your relationship and it’s your decision. You’re in the driver’s seat. Not Declan. I’m in the passenger’s seat though, along for the ride, whichever direction you choose to go. And I’ll always have snacks.”

“I do love him,” I admit quietly.

She smiles that same, sad smile. She taps my foot again—once, twice, and a third time. 

“I know you do. He’s lucky. It’s a wonderful thing to be loved by you.”

[image: ]


Gavin


What’s on the agenda for tonight?




Me


Going for a swan dive, I think!




Gavin


Lol, of course.




Me


Need my Swan Long Island. You know the drill.




Gavin


Classic.




Me


That sounded sarcastic.




Gavin


It’s fine. Just don’t know why you have to drink 24/7 when you go home but do what you want.




Me


Come on. I’m on vacation.




Gavin


You’re visiting your family.




Me


Don’t do this.




Gavin


Those people just pull you down when you’re with them. Eventually, you’ll see that. You’re better than that.




Me


Gavin please, you’re ruining my night.




Gavin


I’m not, you’re just being sensitive about it because you know I’m right. I’ll let you have fun with ‘the crew’. Talk tomorrow.





CHAPTER SIX
declan


Fuck this.

Fuck this, and fuck alcohol. 

My head is pounding as I walk through the door to my suite, straight to one of the bedrooms, and collapse onto the perfectly made bed. I groan, realizing that I forgot to shut the blinds. 

When the hell did I even open them? 

I have no spare energy or willpower to get up and shut them now that I am finally in a damn bed and the world has stopped spinning.

Seth’s couch is oddly comfortable, but it isn’t exactly fit for tossing and turning all night when your brain won’t let you sleep.

I should text her.

I wasn’t wrong, but I can admit that I was out of line. I should have stopped my rampage when I saw that look on her face. The look that rarely pops up. I knew that she was shutting down, putting up a wall between us with each word that left my mouth. 

I didn’t. I kept going. It’s a habit.

But damn, maybe she’ll think about it now. She’s not happy. I can’t believe I’m the only one who sees that. It’s not my responsibility to convince her that she deserves more, and it’s also not my business, but it seems that I can’t stop trying to remind her of her worth. 

She is worth a hell of a lot more than he’s giving her. 

The second she left The Swan Dive, Avery stormed in like a ball of fire. I think we’re good now. We seemed to be by the time we got home. That’s one-half of the twins back to loving me again. I was hoping to see Penny back at Seth’s. Why? I don’t really know. I was still fueled by adrenaline, and I was so fucking annoyed at her ability to deflect. 

I don’t think my intention was to apologize.

At least Tiffany went home with another guy last night. Early, too. I didn’t have to worry about her texting or questioning me about that fight. I wouldn’t have been nice, given my mood. Maybe our last text exchange really did do the trick.

Small wins. 

The rest of the night went to utter shit. 

I pull the covers over my body and shut my eyes. I only have a week left at home, and then I’m back to Pittsburgh. I leave a few days before Penny does. She’ll have to talk to me before then, right? She can’t let this go on until we both come home again. I won’t see her until Christmas. That would be horrible and unfair and… I’m scared it’s exactly something she would do.

Her face when she told me that she was cutting me out of her life flashes before my eyes. 

I don’t know if I’ve ever seen Penny cry before—not really, but there were tears in her eyes after I said what I said. The waves were roaring against the shore of those stormy blues. It hit me like a punch in the gut, knowing I was the cause. I see it every time I blink.

She doesn’t cry in front of us. Maybe Ave, and I’m sure Wyatt has wiped a tear or two, but that’s it. She’s unbreakable. Too full of pride, I think. I reckon the only person who has ever seen a full cry from that girl is herself in the mirror.

Great move, Declan. Tell your friend her boyfriend sucks and doesn’t treat her right but make her cry while you do it. Genius. Big brain play. 

My phone buzzes in my pocket. 

Groaning, I reach down to fish for it. Normally, I’d let it go, but a big part of me is hoping that this might be her texting. I can handle arguing with somebody, but I don’t like fighting with people. I don’t like dragging things like this out. 

It’s only a text from Wyatt and a separate text from Seth in the group chat.

I open the group chat first.

Big Dogs

Seth


How are my children feeling today?




I don’t humour him with a response. Fuck him and his sober ass. He was all sunshine and rainbows this morning, and I wanted to punch him in the nose for it. The impulse got even worse when he let me know that Avery already left to check on Penny. Neither of them thought to wake me or considered inviting me along to try and talk things through with her?

She had to be checked on? That felt great.

At least I got a cinnamon bun. A fresh one, too. That kind of made me feel better.

Reminded me of her, though.

About the way her eyes light up when she sees a fucking pastry.

I open the text from Wyatt.

Wyatt


Bro, what is wrong with you?




I sigh, dropping my head to the pillows. Our friends never know when to mind their own business. I need new ones. Mute ones, preferably.

Me


My brain is in too much pain for a lecture. 




I shut my eyes, but he texts back just as quickly.

Wyatt


Poor baby. Too tired from ruining the night last night?




Me


Bye, Wyatt.




Wyatt


Dude, you’ve got to stop. She doesn’t need our input. Save it for when she asks for it. 




She’ll never ask for it. That’s the issue.

I click off my phone and toss it to the end of the bed. Yeah, yeah, everyone else are great friends, and I’m the asshole. As far as I see it, everyone is letting her be treated like garbage, and I’m the only one laying the truth out for her.

Who is the asshole, really?

Being in a crappy relationship for a long time has the power to convince you that a state of crappiness is normal. It can start to make you feel like it’s as good as it’s going to get for you. It also has the sneaky ability to wrap you in a state of comfort, where even if you know it’s not right—the alternative, being alone, is much more terrifying.

Let me say this, loud and clear so that it sinks into the brain and tattoos itself there. None of that is true. Staying in a crappy relationship, a relationship where you are not being valued, or where the other person isn't pulling their weight, no matter how much you love them, is not normal. 

Being alone is not more terrifying than staying where you are and suffering. 

I promise.

This is coming from a guy who has never even had a serious girlfriend. I’m an objective third party with nothing to gain here. Just, trust me. Letting go of something that does not serve you will be the biggest win of your fucking life. 

And darling, I swear—it will be the biggest loss of theirs.

I wouldn’t let any of my friends believe they deserve a mediocre relationship. I wouldn’t keep quiet for any of them—even Tiff. The way I see it, I’m the only voice of reason in Penny’s ear, confirming all those thoughts that I know are swirling around in her brain. 

Penny is different. Penny used to be a ball of fire, attitude, venom, and a strange allure that made people desperate to be in her line of sight. It’s like looking at a stranger now, and I don’t fucking like that. 

I saw it in her face. I know I’m right. 

She wants to cut me out? Fine. I’m not going to text her and beg for her to talk to me. I’m not going to apologize either, not when I know she’s been begging for someone to say that to her face to convince her she isn’t crazy. 

I will not grovel. Not technically.

We’ll both be leaving soon, and traditions are traditions. There is one tradition that is especially sacred and that none of us mess with, not even if we’re late for our flight or sick with the damn flu.

The Goodbye Parade. 

She is screwed. She’ll have to talk to me. 

At the very least, she has to open the door.


CHAPTER SEVEN
penny


One week.

I’ve managed to expertly avoid Declan for one whole week. Do you know how hard of a task that is when we’re both in town at the same time? It’s damn near impossible.

Neither of us has reached out to one another, which is a small blessing. It’s easier to ignore Declan’s charm when he isn’t offering it to you.

Gavin and I seem to have mulled things over, too. That soothes my wounds a bit. We’ve been texting about little things, and checking in with one another throughout the day. I knew the tension had evaporated when we started sending each other funny videos again like our little spat never happened at all.

It’s not all bad.

See, Declan? 

Avery promised me she’d let me know when Declan was coming over to the house. If he was there, I’d stay with my parents. If he wasn’t around, I’d stay with Avery. It’s been pretty foolproof, with only a couple of minor issues. But both times that Declan just showed up unannounced, I just retreated to the spare room and locked the door.

He never knocked. We seem to have agreed that our friendship is on pause.

I open a picture of the homemade bread that Gavin just made when the incessant sound of honking seeps through my windows from somewhere down the road. 

It doesn’t even take me a second to wonder. I know exactly who is bearing down on their horn like that, heading right toward me.

Oh no.

I still, my body going rigid. Instinct takes over before I can make a logical decision. 

I know exactly what this is after the second beep. 

The honking gets louder. It gets even closer. He gets closer. 

Dread slides through my body and clenches my heart in its fist.

I drop my phone to the bed.

Oh no.

Oh no, no, no.

The Goodbye Parade. 

Declan is leaving today. He’s going back to Pittsburgh and won’t return until fall, at the earliest. He has to make his rounds. It’s part of our stupid pact. He has to drive around the city and give every single one of us a stupid hug goodbye. 

It’s tradition.

The honking continues until a door slams shut right outside my window.

Damnit.

This is bullshit, actually. I have known for years that he and Tiffany have a silent, unspoken agreement that Declan’s goodbye parade goes right past her house without stopping. He honks, but that’s about it. It’s an arrangement that works for them both. I’d wager ninety percent of the time, she isn’t even home to know if he beeped his way on by.

I rush to the window of my childhood bedroom, pulling back the blinds just enough to catch a glimpse of him strolling up the lawn of my parents’ yard with that easy swagger he’s possessed since the day I met him. 

He looks perfectly put together to board a plane, which is remarkably annoying. Tight, navy blue athletic shirt that hugs his biceps and a nice, but casual pair of golf pants that fit him perfectly. I, on the other hand, look like a bag of trash in my Bowser pajama pants, and the furthest I’m traveling is to the fridge for ice cream in a few hours.

Declan’s dark hair is tossed backward, unnervingly effortless, covering the tips of his ears. He pulls the black sunglasses off his nose and folds them onto the collar of his shirt as he climbs the front steps.

As if he feels me staring, his head snaps up to my bedroom window.

Like a mature, respectable woman, I drop to the ground in a heap of limbs and feel my pride shatter under the weight of me. I mutter a string of descriptive expletives, cringing at myself, hoping to whatever god exists that he didn’t just see that. My ego is hanging on by a thread at this point.

I should have stayed at Avery’s. I could have locked the door to the spare room and had her tell him that I wasn’t coming down. She would have barricaded the door if I asked her to, tradition or not. My mother, on the other hand, is not going to just let me ignore Declan and the stupid goodbye parade.

She is possessed by him, his nice muscles, his stupid dimples, and the way he says “Sandy!” like Danny from Grease every single time he sees her.

Three loud knocks rap on the front door.

Shit.

My mom practically runs to the door to greet him and sure enough, he says her name like he always does, and Sandy Sweeten begins cooing over Declan like he’s a saint. She doesn’t know that the only thing he is the saint of is being a dickhead, though I doubt that would change the way she looks at him. 

She ushers him inside, laughing at something he said, to which his deep voice responds in a sweet tone that he saves specifically for all mothers, I'm sure of it.

After a long moment of pleasantries, my mom calls my name up the stairs. She thinks this tradition is the cutest thing on planet Earth. She loves it more than we do. She’s going to ensure Declan can follow through with it, even if she has to drag me out of my bed by my hair.

I think this tradition is trash, and I’m officially going to start a petition to end it. 

In retrospect, I probably should have told her what happened between us. If Declan showed up, she would have been more likely to act like I wasn’t here. I doubt she’d leave me to the wolves if she knew what he said to me and how hurt I am over it. 

How did I forget about this stupid parade when I’ve had to do it one hundred times myself?

I scramble to my closet and quickly throw on an old sweater. I’m not wearing a bra and I’m in my token PJ pants. It’s not my favourite look for a confrontation. You’d have to pry these pants from my cold, dead hands to take them from me, but they are absolutely hideous. He’s seen them enough times that he’ll barely notice them. I’m not changing out of my favourite pants for his company, anyway.

Someone left them at one of our parties in college, and I went around asking every single person I’ve ever met if they belonged to them. I never found their owner, so I took it personally. How dare someone leave poor, sweet Bowser at a stranger's house? They became mine, and even with holes now in the fabric, these pants are a part of me.

Bowser will protect me. Declan’s got no chance against me with him on my side.

I have no intention of going down there, but I have zero faith that my mother will send him away.

She’ll probably⁠—

“Oh, I bet you she’s napping. Go on up there, sweetie. She'll kill me if I let you leave without waking her.”

I stare at my door in horror. 

No, Mother, I’ll kill you if you let him up here when I have recently decided that I hate him. 

I spring to my feet and curse my parents for never giving me a lock on my door when I was a teenager craving privacy. I jump back into my bed as softly as possible, hurriedly swiping at my phone. I turn on a video to pretend I didn’t hear his grand arrival.

“Thank you, Mrs. Sweeten. We don’t want to poke the bear, right?”

I let out a long, irritated breath. 

I catch the sarcasm. My mother doesn’t, but he knows there’s a chance that I’ll hear. 

Jerk.

His footsteps trudge up the stairs like a death march.

I’m a mixture of boiling anger and nerves. I wanted to be able to leave town and take the time that I needed to get over this. It’ll be easier when we’re in different countries. I simply want there to be no reason for me and Declan to have to speak for a while. He needs to realize that I am deadly serious when I tell him to stop impeding on my life. 

He knocks softly on the door to my bedroom. Four times, to be exact.

I ignore every single one of them. 

I don’t even know what I’m watching. Some true crime episode that I’ve already seen, judging by the fact that I only had four minutes left of the video before I opened it and had to hurry to restart it. I don’t know who died, and I don’t know if they lit up a room or not—I can’t focus on anything but the doorknob turning and the creak of the door as it opens, welcoming the devil into my room. 

I don’t even look up. 

Declan hesitates. His stare burns into my face. After a moment, likely when he realizes that I am not going to greet him like I’m happy to see him, he treads further into my bedroom and shuts the door behind him. 

“So, you are awake.”

I slide my eyes from the screen to his face. 

He shoots me a pleading look.

“Come on, Pen. You’d ignore The Goodbye Parade?”

Oh, come on. 

He’s doing the puppy dog eyes. You’d think they’d look silly on a man nearing the age of thirty, but Declan’s perfected that look, and he keeps it in his back pocket for the direst of situations. Even looking at it right now, I almost want to smile like it’s a golden retriever in my bedroom and not Judas.

My heart warms a bit that he’s willing to whip out that look for this, meaning this is critical to him, but just as quickly, I throw it back into the freezer and lock the door.

“That parade is for my friends.”

Hurt flashes across his face, but he walks to the edge of my bed anyway. He doesn’t sit. He reaches down and fiddles with the end of my blanket. I’m quickly assaulted by the smell of pine and mint, and for a moment, I debate letting this go.

It’s Declan. He’s been here since the beginning of my adult life. He’s familiar and comfortable, and he cares about me. Even if he shows it poorly, I know that deep down, he loves me and only wants what’s best for me.

Deep, deep, down. Like, in the trenches of hell.

But it’s Declan. He should know better than to stomp all over the lines that I have drawn in the sand. How many warnings can I give before I have to respect myself and my own boundaries? I haven’t exactly hidden my feelings. I have made it very clear where I stand on his constant need to intrude and just say whatever the hell is on his mind.

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re friends.”

I glare at him, throwing my phone onto the bed. “Are we?”

Those hazel eyes study my face carefully. 

“Penny, I meant every word that I said to you. I’m not taking it back. Let me be clear, though, none of it changes the way I look at you. My judgment was all on Gavin.”

My throat bobs. “I told you years ago that you needed to keep your unwanted opinions to yourself. I don’t need to know that you hate my boyfriend. What does that do for me? How does that help me?”

Declan blinks, shooting me a look of disbelief. “It lets you know that I’m on your side. I want you to be happy. That wasn't an attack. It was a plea to get you to consider that there might be something else out there for you. Something better.”

No.

I can’t listen to this. I can’t have a repeat performance of that night at The Swan Dive. I’ll lose my mind. I already know how he feels. He laid it out clearly, and it’s obvious that he has no remorse for doing so. There’s no need for him to double down just to make a point.

I shake my head, ignoring him.

“I told you what would happen, Dec. I meant it. I don’t have to put up with your negativity toward the most important things in my life. I refuse to put up with it.”

His dark brows furrow. He holds out his hands like he can’t make sense of any of this.

“So, what? We’re just not friends anymore? Like you’re a fucking teenager with zero ability to communicate?” He laughs, but it’s a bitter sound. “No wonder your relationship is thriving.”

My eyes widen.

There it is. As usual. Straight for the kill.

Regret is quick to flash over his face, but it’s done. It left his mouth and hit my ears, and now they’re roaring. He can’t take it back. 

Fuck him. Fuck him and his low blows and his moronic opinions that nobody ever asks for and that nobody wants to hear. 

I pull myself out of bed and force myself into his space. I take a bold step toward him, wanting my approach to look serious and maybe even a bit threatening, but he’s so damn tall that it’s hard to pull that off.

And I’m wearing Bowser pajama pants. 

“I communicate to you very clearly. I set a boundary, and I let you cross it multiple times. I let you make me uncomfortable multiple times. This was the last time. There is always a breaking point, and you finally smashed right through it. Congrats!”

He stares down his nose at me, burying his hands in his pockets. Those full lips turn downward into a scowl. I don’t like that look on that face. It’s so different from his arrogant, irritating smile that has definitely lit up every room he’s walked into. 

“I was trying to convince you to fight for yourself,” he says. Even though he says it softly, it feels like a slap to the face. “Because you seem to have forgotten how to do that. But I see that I was wrong. You haven’t forgotten, have you? You just can’t fight for yourself when it comes to him.”

Stop. Talking.

Please.

I don’t want to self-detonate and ruin our friendship worse than it’s already been damaged. Don’t push me into a corner, Dec. Please. We both know how I react when that happens.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I whisper. If I could set him on fire with my eyes, he’d be cremated by now.

“I think I do, and I think that’s why you’re so upset.”

There’s a long pause as we regard each other. There are insults on the tip of my tongue, things that I want to say to make this an even fight, but I swallow each and every word. 

I won't stoop to his level. Not today. I don’t want to hurt him, even if he wants me to fight back. I’ll stomach my pride and let him feel like he won this, so long as I get what I want. Him leaving.

“You have a flight to catch. Better get going.”

Declan just stares at me. It’s a cold look, like he’s looking at a monster he can’t make sense of. No, it’s like he’s looking at someone that he has lost all respect for.

I can’t lie, that stings worse than his words do.

He dips his chin, reaching up to scratch the underside of his jaw. I know then that I’ve won this particular battle, even if he doesn’t. He’s conceding. 

Declan turns to leave without another word, just a flash of those eyes laced with disappointment. 

In me.

It’s that look that drives the knife in deeper. Suddenly, I’m mad he isn’t saying more. As if that look awakened another beast inside of me, I am remarkably not done here. He hurt me, not the other way around. I have to make sure that he remembers that.

Why? I don’t know. But logic goes out the window when someone aims an entire battalion at everything I care about.

I glare at his back.

“Next time we’re in town at the same time, don’t bother swinging by to say goodbye. Skip the hello, too.”

I don’t mean that. I’m proving a point, yes, but I really don’t mean that.

He pauses, his hand on the doorknob. He glances over his shoulder, and his eyes are soft again. 

A surge of conflicting feelings swoops into my stomach in a new, terrifying wave. I’m being cruel, but he needs to hear it. He needs to start taking me seriously. 

Still, I want to take it back.

I don’t.

“Whatever you want, P.”

Then, he’s gone and I’m staring at the door as my heart plummets. I hear him say a happy goodbye to my parents like this conversation never happened, and a few seconds later, the door to his Range Rover slams shut.

His tires spin as he pulls from the curb, accelerating down the road as if he couldn’t wait to put the distance that I wanted between us.


october




CHAPTER EIGHT
declan


I’ve been back in Pittsburgh for almost two months, and in that time, I have not spoken a single word to Penelope Anne Sweeten. I promise you that I am just as shocked as you are.

After my colossal failure with The Goodbye Parade, my anger decided to take the reins and keep me motivated—keep me too stubborn to text her. I wouldn’t say that’s a good plan when dealing with a woman who wants an apology, but do as I say and not as I do.

The first couple of weeks with absolutely no word from her, it was my ego that kept me from reaching out. Every single day after that, it was my pride that suffered. I don’t like losing, and I hate admitting that I’m wrong, so based on principle—I won’t reach out to her first. I still don’t think I was wrong, by the way, but I know it’s the only way to get her talking to me again. So, I either bend the fucking knee, or we continue this game of who caves first. 

If she doesn’t want to be friends with me because I was honest with her, fine. I’ll have to live with it, even though I think this is too severe a punishment for my crime. It’s like if you got caught nicking a loaf of bread from a shop, and they toss your ass into the slammer and cut your hand off for extra measure. 

A bit of an overreaction.

I guess I did this to myself. She did warn me that this would happen if I kept running my mouth. I just never thought she’d actually go so far as to cut me out. That’s my bad. It doesn’t mean that this isn’t really fucking weird.

I’m not used to being the outsider who’s looking in on her life. Even though I’ve lived away from home for years now, this is different. There’s a separation that seems more vast than simple distance. Penny feels like a friend that I last spoke to in college, not two months ago. That’s a pretty drastic change when we’ve barely gone two days without speaking in almost a decade.

I know she’s relocating to London, Ontario, but she isn’t the one who told me that. I know she’s quitting her job to follow that dickwad in the new year, but that information came second-hand from the boys. I know that she went to Newfoundland to visit Aura for Ellie’s birthday two weeks ago, but only through watching her life unfold on Instagram.

I didn’t get a single picture of all the cute dogs that she saw during her visit. That’s how I know this is serious.

I know way too much about someone who cut me out of her life. I feel like a creep at this point, but it’s unavoidable. We’re intertwined. We always will be. Our crew, we’re family. We molded ourselves together all those years ago, and only life-threatening surgery could separate us from one another. That sucks when someone is trying to physically detach you from themselves with their bare hands.

I’m bleeding out here, Lucky.

Speaking of London. That news irked me to a whole new level when it came to my thesis about Penny and Gandalf the Goober. Penny loves Windsor. I’m not kidding. She is obsessed with living there. She has told me numerous times that she never wants to leave that city unless it’s to bring her ass right back home. 

Home is the only place that could ever trump Windsor for her.

I would put money on the fact that she had next to no say in this new arrangement. The puppet master is pulling the strings, yet again.

Garrison is the puppet master, by the way.

The image of her basically breaking up with me flashes in my head again. Right in the middle of thinking about that idiot, her face appears out of nowhere. That memory keeps popping up as if I want it there. 

I don’t. 

Hearing her tell me that she doesn’t want to see me again doesn’t feel any better after the hundredth time I’ve replayed it in my mind. I always assumed she knew that I was coming from a good place when I spoke to her about Gavin. That even when it comes out in a way that I don’t intend it to, my only goal is to protect her. That’s all it ever is. 

Clearly, I was wrong. 

I almost can’t blame her. Key word, almost. She’s invested a lot of time in that guy. I could see in her eyes that she was acting on defense, guarding that weak wall she built around herself that apparently only I could see—hiding all her secrets just beyond it. 

I don’t believe for a minute that I was far off. I know I am right, but now I know that she is also very aware of how right I am. It was written all over her face. She just doesn’t want to acknowledge it. The easiest solution was to push me away instead of him.

I drop myself onto the couch next to Forker, handing him a cold beer from his fridge. He takes it with a toothy, blinding smile, but with zero focus in my direction. 

Forker is my guy in Pittsburgh. My right-hand man. My better half. 

Don’t tell Seth. 

Carter Forkerro is a six-foot-three demon on skates, and he’s my absolute favourite person to have watching my back, on and off the ice. He’s got two personalities on two polar opposite sides of the spectrum, but I love them both.

He runs a hand over his buzzed blond hair, quickly averting his eyes back to the television. He places his beer on the table with expert precision for someone whose eyes are melting into the TV. 

He’s playing Warzone with some of his guys from college. I’m waiting for him to finish what feels like his fiftieth game so that we can go out to the bar with the rest of the team. He promised he’d be done two games ago, but Forker is an addict, and this is his drug. 

I’m unplugging the game after this round if he doesn’t do it himself.

Knowing that it’ll be another twenty minutes minimum until he’s done, I pull out my phone, checking the team chat for updates. Most of the guys are heading to Icebox, our regular bar, as we speak. They treat us well there. They understand that we garner a bit of attention and have the security and staff to support that. If anyone is too obnoxious and steadfast in ruining our night, they’re quick to toss them to the curb.

Elliot and Cole, the owners, have saved Forker from a charge or two by stopping a fight before it happened. 

It’s nearing eleven. We should be hitting the road by now. I don’t want to be out too late, and I’d like to beat the rush and get a spot to park my ass down, so I don’t have to be the one who runs back and forth to the bar. 

That’s a rookie’s job, and I haven’t been a rookie for a long time.

I pull up Instagram as Forker shouts into his headset. Bringing my beer to my lips, I pause mid-drink when my feed refreshes, and I see a familiar pair of paralyzing eyes staring directly into my soul.

I click her username faster than I’d ever admit aloud. 

You saw nothing. 

I open her most recent upload. It’s a post with multiple photos to swipe through. The caption is what really grabs my attention, besides those dark blue eyes that she flaunts around like a sadist.

PSweets: A snapshot of home (and Newfoundland). 

The first photo is of her and Avery. A classic twin shot. Avery is behind her, her arms wound loosely around Penny’s neck. They’re both holding their expensive coffees, which is probably why they’re smiling like they won the lottery. You can see Avery’s ‘333’ tattoo on the inside of her elbow. Penny’s matching one is hidden out of frame.

I think my first mistake was showing up for The Goodbye Parade without a latte for this girl. It wouldn’t have been an apology. I wasn’t sorry. But maybe she would have kept her claws in.

The next picture is of Penny and her parents. Another of her and her sister, where her niece is in her arms and staring up at her as if she’s the most magical human being in the world. 

Ellie is getting so damn tall. Takes after her aunt.

I swipe again, and my lip twitches upward. My heart warms when I see my crew in full formation. I can move to ten different countries for hockey, but my real team would still be at home on that gray couch, waiting for me. 

I do a quick scan of the photo. 

My stomach plummets to my ass. 

You have got to be kidding me.

It’s a picture from the night of our spat, taken before we left for The Swan Dive. Penny had set the camera on a timer and rested it against the television. Everyone crammed onto the couch to pose for a group photo.

Penny is in the center, lying across Avery and Wyatt, her head in Avery’s lap. Her honey-blonde hair is draped over her twin’s knees. She’s smiling so wide that I think I can see all of her teeth. 

EJ is half-posed on the back of the couch, one leg bent upward, chugging a beer. His free hand is running through his fresh blond trim. He must have just gotten it done. I refuse to believe this little pose wasn’t to show it off.

Seth is on the ottoman, staring at the camera with an awkward smile. He looks like a fourth grader on school picture day, with his elbows on his knees.

That’s my best friend.

Lauren is on the floor in front of Tiff, her head tilted back as she laughs. Tiffany is holding the sides of her head, clearly saying something outright hilarious down to her. 

And I’m on the other end, beside Wyatt. 

Except I’m not. 

She cropped me out of the photo. 

I almost laugh, but I'm too irritated to actually find this funny. I guess I was wrong. Gavin didn’t completely change her. Petty Penny is still reporting for duty. He hasn’t managed to wrangle out that piece of her quite yet. 

Is she serious?

I screenshot the image and send it to Seth without even taking a second to think about it. It takes everything in me not to send it to Penny directly and tell her that she needs to grow up, but I still can’t bring myself to reach out to her. I don’t think either of us is ready for round three, anyway.

Not yet.

Me


*one image attached*




Really????




I toss my phone back onto my lap and down the rest of my beer.

Forker is slamming buttons on his controller, but he glances my way for a beat.

“Everything good, bro?”

“Yeah,” I mumble, running my fingers over my lips as I glare at the TV like it had the power to remove me from a digital image. “Just that chick from home I told you about.”

“The one with the deadbeat boyfriend?”

I told Forker everything when I got home. I was distracted in practice, and I was making stupid mistakes that were starting to garner everyone’s attention. My performance was beginning to ruffle Coach’s feathers more than I’d like. Hell, it was starting to ruffle mine.

Forker’s the only one on the team who can talk to me about life and get an answer remotely close to the truth. He’s my Seth when Seth isn’t around. Something about him had me opening up to him the first day we met. 

He keeps me sane.

Crazy, since he's certified insane.

“Penny. Yeah,” I grumble.

“What’d she say?”

“Nothing. She’s still not talking to me, but she posted a picture from the summer and cut me out of it.”

Forker barks out a loud, surprised laugh. Of course he’d find humour in this.

I glare at him, but he can’t see it. He’s too busy aiming his sniper on the screen. 

“That’s funny,” he says, letting out a noise of triumph when he lands a kill. “No—not you. I’m talking to my boy here. Lady troubles.”

My phone buzzes. I immediately open the message.

Seth


Oh boy, this is serious.




Well, that doesn’t make me feel any better.

Me


Ask the missus what the hell I did to deserve the crop out.




Avery is not going to tell me anything. If Penny told her she was going to do this, she’s not going to let it slip that this was a premeditated offense. Not even if I tried to waterboard the information out of her.

“Almost done, Lowesy,” Forker says, slamming some more buttons on his controller.

Seth


Her words not mine: ‘don’t be a dick and you’ll stay in the pic’.




I roll my eyes, locking my phone. 

A victory banner glides across the giant flat-screen television. Forker lets out a scream of triumph, snatching his beer off the table and downing the rest of it. He congratulates the boys on the other end of his headset like it’s the Stanley Cup Final, and then in two clicks, he shuts down the console.

He whirls to me, his baby blue eyes sparkling post-win. “So, hometown girl cropped you out. Does that give us an excuse to get drunk-drunk tonight?”

I can’t help but grin. He’s always looking for an excuse to get ‘drunk-drunk’. If it hadn’t been Penny’s photoshop job, it would have been the win he just pulled off. Any reason to have a good time. 

“If you ever let us get to the bar, we’d figure that out.”
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Not long after, we're at Icebox. I had initially said I wasn’t going to drink much, but Wyatt texted me the crop-out picture and was laughing so hard that I decided I was going to get ‘drunk-drunk’ with Forker so that I didn’t lose my mind. 

The ‘Big Dogs’ chat popped off after that. The guys thought it was hilarious to crop me out of random pictures from Facebook and Instagram over the years. EJ even cropped me out of the Pittsburgh team photo. I haven’t answered a single text, but they’re still coming in steadily, and I keep looking at them. 

Sucker for punishment, I guess.

It takes everything in me not to text her. What she did is so immature, but so is freaking out about it. She clearly said she doesn’t want to talk to me, so I won’t give her the satisfaction of breaking the silence first and being impacted by her stupid crop job. She meant for that one to sting. To push her point home.

I shouldn’t care. 

I definitely care. 

You can’t just wipe me out of your friend group as if I’m not still in it, as if we haven’t been friends for a decade. We’re sewn together, Sweeten. Every time you yank at the seams, I stitch us back up. 

“Lowesy,” Boston drawls, slapping his hand on my shoulder as he slides into the booth next to me. I’m on the very edge of it. There’s barely enough room for me to sit, but Boston squishes himself against me like he’s not a six-foot-four giant and like this is an absolutely comfortable arrangement for all of us.

This guy has leg muscles bigger than the width of my body. This is comfortable for nobody.

He’s got a whiskey and coke in his hand, and he smells like bubble gum. On cue, he blows a bright pink bubble. Hubba Bubba. His favourite. Makes him seem a bit less intimidating. Even if I was blindfolded, I would have known it was him who parked his big ass next to me. He’s a walking contradiction and a fucking terrifying human being. 

What scary-looking monster smells like bubble gum?

He’s an easy guy to hate, and I want to hate him, but I like him too much to do that. Grew up on a farm in Saskatchewan and is the best defenseman in the league. If anyone argues that point, they’re wrong. 

While Forker has some screws loose, Boston is just a daunting, ogre of a man. Has that air about him. Like he’s lived ten more lives than the rest of us. There's the ‘batshit crazy’ kind of scary, like Fork, and the ‘silent and deadly’ type of scary, and that’s Boss.

The dude is ridiculously good looking, though. He’s the handsome, outdoorsy kind of hot. He’s got that rugged shit, you know? He’s burly and bearded, and women fucking love him but hardly ever approach him. He’s that intimidating. I think he prefers it that way, anyway. 

The three of us our fan favourites. The people love our two, insane defensemen, who let me get all the damn goals I need to. They’re nicknamed ‘The Dangerous Duo’ and they both pretend to hate it, but I’m certain they eat that shit up.

His quietness is hard to stomach at first, but you get used to it. He seems like an asshole until you realize that he’s really not. He’s just a lowkey dude. Doesn’t have much to say. He’s gone through a lot. I shouldn’t know that, but after a few late nights nursing some whiskey with the guy, I do.

It’s not his fault that he was born looking like a woman’s wet dream. He probably had a six-pack and a beard by his first birthday. Again, not his fault. The least his parents could do for him.

Still a prick for it. 

Hardest working guy I know, though.

One of the rookie’s eyes widen when Boston scans the table with that lethal, dark green stare. Some of the newbies have barely heard Black say more than three words since the season started. It tends to freak them out when they see him out in the wild.

Boston eats it up.

Boston’s smile wavers a bit, purposely staring down the two rookies. He presses his lips tightly together as if his realization that they are also at this table just ruined his night. After a long, silent second, all he does is dip his chin in their direction. 

It’s an act. He likes scaring them. It’s his type of initiation that lasts a bit longer than it probably should. If it was anyone besides the rookies sitting across the table from him, he’d be flashing his pearly whites and laughing that deep, rumbling laugh that makes him sound like he smokes ten packs a day.

“Hey, Boss,” Reno says awkwardly. He shoots a nervous glance at Cole beside him, nudging him with his elbow.

Cole just nods, but he averts his gaze toward the bar as if staring at Boston too long will make him unable to have children in the future.

Boston turns back to me and Forker. He laughs a bit under his breath, satisfied that he hasn’t lost his ability to intimidate.

“Coach is on his last nerve, boys. Brought me into his office and told me to give you a pep talk. We need to have a good game on Wednesday or he’s coming for all of us. I don’t feel like doing drills until I have to get my feet amputated.”

Translation: I’ve been sucking, and everyone and their dogs are starting to notice.

I sigh, bringing my beer to my lips. Thinking about why I’m crapping the bed makes me think about Penny, and thinking about Penny makes me feel like I’m losing my mind, and I can’t guide our asses to a cup if my head isn’t in the game.

“We all have off days,” Forker says, coming to my defense.

Have I mentioned that I love the guy?

“This has been an off month for you, Lowesy,” Boston says bluntly, wrapping his big mitt over the rim of his glass. “I don’t need to know what the hell is going on, but I’d like to know how to help you fix it.”

I glance at him.

Boston isn’t someone who pries into people’s personal lives. He doesn’t care if you brought a girl home from the bar, and he doesn’t give two shits if you don’t drink on a night out. He values his own privacy, so he respects yours.

But he doesn’t mess with his game. Me sucking? That messes with his game. 

Thankfully, this dude is a rare one. Looks and acts like a cranky old grandpa but has a good set of morals under that exterior. If any of us are failing, it’s a team problem. He takes that on personally. He doesn’t care why; he just wants a solution. That’s probably why Coach pulled him in and not me directly.

“Spa day? A straight week of getting wasted? Strip club?” He lists off options with that serious expression staying glued to his face. “Practice, just you and me? Whatever it is, I’m yours—but we’ve got to fix this.”

“I know, man. I think I’m on the tail end of it. I was just in a funk.”

I hope.

Boston’s dark green eyes flicker beside me to Forker. Like he’s seeking confirmation from my handler. Annoying.

Carter blinks, lurching forward to immediately start nodding.

I’m not sure if he believes my excuses. He’s my guy, though. He’ll make everyone else believe it. 

I’m unsure why this fight with Penny has thrown me off so much. Maybe it’s because it seemed like the easiest thing in the world for her to cut me out, but either way, it has all but consumed my thoughts since coming back to Pittsburgh. 

But, I mean, seriously. I could never dream of cutting anyone out like that. 

Not anyone from home. 

Not her.

Tiffany is still hanging around, isn’t she?

I’ve had people clawing to be around me since I became a prospect for the pros. My first year of college, the spotlight was on me in a way that I wasn’t used to, and suddenly, I was important. It went to my head a bit, sure, but I learned how to spot a real friend from a mile away. 

When I met the girls, I knew they’d be around for the long haul. Even if Avery and Seth never got together, we’d all still be family. We’d attend each other’s weddings, be aunts and uncles to each other’s kids. We’d see each other every chance that we could. It isn’t the type of friendship that you can fathom severing.

But it had been easy for Penny. She made a snap decision, and it was done. We were done. I am apparently that easy to just toss aside and forget after almost ten years of friendship.

It’s that feeling that is messing with my head, which means it is also what is messing with my game. Nothing fucks with my game. Nothing.  

“So, you don’t need an intervention or a beat-down?” Boston asks, cocking a dark brow.

I huff a laugh, taking another swig of my beer. “No. Sorry to disappoint.”

He takes a whole three seconds to act upset about not being able to sucker punch me before he smiles, leans back, and slaps me on the back with a big, strong hand.

“Great. Then, let’s enjoy ourselves, shall we? Captain stayed in tonight, which means the girls can let their hair down.”

We’re the girls. 

Me, Boston, and fucking Forkerro. 


CHAPTER NINE
declan


I wake up in a puddle of sweat and with a death wish. 

I mean it. I want to die. 

There’s a reason I try not to drink too much during the season, and this feeling is it. I’m not a spring chicken anymore. I am nearing twenty-nine. My hangovers last two days minimum, and they almost always feel like a train ran over my skull.

I lift my head, wiping the drool from my chin. It’s my living room spinning around me, not my bedroom. That’s new. I sprung for a lavish, obscene couch that turns into the most comfortable and enormous bed ever, and apparently, that came in handy last night.

I groan, rolling my head to my left. Nearly hanging off the side of the couch is Forker, butt-ass naked, aside from a pair of black briefs. He’s turned away from me, but his deep snores confirm that he’s alive.

I glance to the other side of the room, squinting through the light coming in from the floor-to-ceiling windows. The coffee table is pushed toward the wall, littered with tipped-over bottles and empty shot glasses.

So, we brought the party home last night. How stupid. 

I blame Forker. I don’t know why, but it is definitely his fault.

My eyes flicker to the foot of the giant sofa bed. The couch is so obnoxiously big that even two grown hockey players, completely sprawled out, can’t touch the sleeping Boston Black with the tips of our toes. He’s face down on the couch, fully clothed, and his long dark hair covers his face. He cuddles a pillow like it’s his childhood teddy bear.

“Fuck,” I mutter, sitting upright.

“No,” Boston grumbles but doesn’t move or open his eyes. “You didn’t. You left her in your bed like an asshole.”

I run a hand over my face. I’m still a bit drunk, so it feels like he’s talking in riddles. 

“What?”

Lord, my head is spinning.

“The girl.”

I glare at him. Maybe if he opened his eyes, I’d be able to understand what the hell he was talking about. 

“What girl?”

“Shut up,” Forker groans loudly, throwing his arm over his face. “Redhead, nice legs, incredible fucking lips. Stayed after her friends left. Probably still in your bed.”

A montage of last night flashes behind my eyes. The redhead. Annie? Allie? Ainsley? Fuck, I don’t know. All I know is that she was hot, she was all over me, and she and her friends wanted to continue the night after the bar closed. There were three of them. 

Clearly, Forker and Boston got none last night. 

Did I?

I think back, remembering following her up the stairs after setting up the couch for the boys. I remember kissing her mouth and tasting her vanilla lip gloss, and I definitely remember pulling that tight black dress off of her body. She crawled into my bed after that, staring up at me from across the room with big, brown bedroom eyes.

I remember my phone going off. 

Shit.

Something pissed me off last night. 

No, that’s an understatement. Something sent me into a full-blown temper tantrum. It had enough sway to pull me away from the hot redhead who clearly wanted to have a good time as much as I needed to. 

Fuck. 

I looked at her, apologized, and told her to stay. I remember that. I then proceeded to have a sleepover with two grown men instead of taking a guest room or just sleeping next to a beautiful woman whose name I can’t remember for the life of me.

I am an asshole. I need to get her out of here before the boys wake up. Poor girl is probably mortified right now. I would be. The least I could do is send her away without an audience.

Trying my hardest not to die, I stand and stagger on my feet, leaving the two buffoons on my couch. I rub the sleep from my eyes, dragging my body toward the stairs and struggling not to upchuck all the liquor sloshing around in my stomach. I’ve managed to keep on my briefs and a T-shirt, but I don’t even think it was Ainsley who undressed me that far. 

It was probably Forker. 

I need ibuprofen and water immediately. 

I reach the top of the stairs after what feels like an hour’s worth of cardio.

Sighing, I run a hand through my hair and push myself into my bedroom before I can wimp out of what is inevitably going to be one of the most awkward conversations of my life. 

It’s dark. My blackout curtains are superb, if I do say so myself. I hate to wake her like this, but I see no other choice. I’m not going to cuddle up next to her now, and I’m sure she’d slap me if I tried to make small talk after the show I put on. 

I flick on the lights.

All that greets me is a perfectly made bed. There’s a piece of paper, ripped from a notebook that she probably dug out of my nightstand. My phone rests on top of it.

I trudge toward it, relief blossoming through me. 

She already left. 

I grab the note and sink onto the bed.

I didn't want to get into a rideshare in my dress (bad experiences). I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed a sweatshirt and a pair of shorts from your closet. 

Swear I wasn’t stealing, I’ll return them. If you’d prefer not to see me again, I’ll consider them a gift for being left in a stranger’s bed. Seriously though, text me if you would like to get them back. I can mail them.

Also, I didn’t smash your phone. You did when you dropped it.

Whoever she is, she’s an idiot.

Arden.

I cringe inwardly, staring at her phone number and knowing I’m not going to use it.

Arden, not Ainsley. She seems like a cool girl. I really hope she knows that last night had nothing to do with her. That was all me. I shouldn’t have brought her back here in the first place. I also shouldn’t have acted like a basket case while she waited for me, half-naked in my bed. 

I can’t wait for this to come out in the tabloids. The way they twist this one will be dangerous.

I place the letter on the bed and glance at my shattered phone screen. I can’t quite remember what set me off, but I know who it was about. The only thing that seems to set me off nowadays is the same damn girl. 

I tap my phone, and it comes to life. Shattered, yes. Not broken.

I unlock it and see an array of text messages. I scroll up through the ‘Big Dogs’ chat, but there’s nothing. Scratching my jaw, I open the most recent conversation I had. It was with Seth, and the last message was at three-thirty in the morning. 

Red flag. Nothing good happens after two AM.

Seth


Dude, I don’t know what you did, but undo it. 




I answered him as we were leaving the bar.

Me


What’s my litle guy doinge up so lateeee?




Seth


Oh, you’re wasted. This should be fun.




Me


I AM having fun, thank you. So is Abby, a gorgeous redhead currently pressed to my lAp.




Seth


happy for you. 




* Attached: 1 image *




I must have been back at the house at this point with Arden, not Abby, and her friends. A couple of hours ticked by without me checking my phone. Then, at three-thirty, Seth sent a follow-up message.

Seth


I don’t know how to save this. Would love it if you have any brilliant ideas. You don’t have to live with one of them when they’re mad. I do. It’s not fucking fun, Declan.




It hadn’t been the last text that made me toss my phone. It’s what the last text prompted me to look at—the attached screenshot that he’d sent earlier. 

A fresh wave of anger washes over me as I stare at the picture. 

I open Instagram so quickly that shards of glass from my cracked screen embed in my thumb. I type in Penny’s name and am greeted with the same visual that set me off last night. A private account that I no longer have access to. I pull up my followers list. There are three million names, but only one matters. I type it in.

She no longer follows me. 

Penny has removed me from her socials. Why does that hurt worse than her removing me from her real life? This feels more permanent, more vital. She doesn’t even want me to have the option of keeping up with her anymore.

Seth had screenshotted Penny’s friend list with my name in the search bar, turning up zero results. There’s no way in hell he just decided to check and see if that were the case. He had insider information. He lives with one-half of the twins.

I dial him immediately.

It’s early, but he picks up. The man is up at six in the morning every day of his life.

“How’s Abby?” is all he says.

“Funny,” I grunt, running a hand over my face. “Let me have it then.”

“What do you mean?” he asks. “You saw the screenshot.”

“What happened to prompt this?” Because something had to have. I was cut from a photo yesterday and then blacklisted by the morning. I had no contact with her between those two events. 

Silence.

“Seth.”

“Alright,” he sighs, and I hear him pressing buttons on his coffee machine. “I think you should check your phone.”

I shut my eyes and take in a breath. I don’t like the sound of that.

I put the phone on speaker and scroll through my texts until I see her name, much higher up than it should be if we haven’t spoken in months.

Shit.

One in the morning. I sent her a message and she didn’t respond.

Me


I looked handsome in your Instagram post, P. Good to know you never intend on growig up!! Maybe you and Glen ARE made for each other. You’re both shit.




“Shit,” I grumble, running a hand through my hair.

“Yeah, and then Wyatt texted her some jokes about the crop job and she kind of lost it.”

Fucking Wyatt.

“She didn’t like that you were talking about it to everyone, I guess. I think she expected you to talk about it with her directly if you were angry with her.”

A growl of frustration leaves my throat. I fall back onto the bed, right onto Arden’s letter. 

I think I need a break from women. They’re doing my head in. I know, I know. This is kind of my fault. That text message was unnecessary and could have been a hell of a lot nicer, but this is starting to feel like mental warfare that I am not trained in or prepared for. 

“How the fuck am I supposed to do that when she told me not to talk to her?”

“I don’t know, man,” he says with a long breath. “I think the answer is pretty obvious, but you’re too stubborn to even consider it a possibility.”

I run a hand over my forehead. “I’m too hungover for your vague lessons. What is the answer, almighty oracle?”

“Fucking apologize, Declan,” he spits out. Aaand the tipping point has been reached.

Seth has now transformed into Grumpy Seth. Probably because he’s stuck in the middle of all of this. He doesn’t want to pick sides, but he’ll always be a bit on mine. Penny has Avery, so he’ll make sure the playing field is even if he needs to.

But that’s also his girl. He’s got to keep the wife happy, too.

“No.”

“Man, you hurt her feelings. You ridiculed her relationship for the hundredth time. You embarrassed her. The least you can do is tell her you’re sorry, even if you don’t think you were wrong.”

“I wasn’t wrong,” I say plainly, and he curses under his breath. Well, I was. But only about that text message. I stand by the rest. “You know it, Avery knows it, and I know it. We all know it. I’m not apologizing just because she wants to act like a teenager and try to delete me out of her life like that’s even possible.”

“If you don’t find a way to fix this, it’s only going to get worse. Visits will be awful. The tension will be uncomfortable. Think of the aftermath of you and Tiffany, but sixty times worse.”

I don’t think anything could be worse than the Tiffany and Declan fallout. Penny and I can co-exist until she gets over this. She will get over this. It is a stupid thing to destroy a friendship over. But again, I am not going to grovel. I can deal with her shade and her daggers. She is the one who has to live with her choices.

I sent a crappy text. That’s my bad. But the rest of this is not my fault.

One day she is going to wake up and realize that I was being the best friend she had.


CHAPTER TEN
penny


“I’m just saying, I’m on board with this temporary grounding now,” Avery says through the computer screen. We’re having our daily coffee break over FaceTime. She’s talking about the ice-out that I’m giving Declan. “He went too far.”

I let out a long breath, taking a sip of my hazelnut latte. I’m working from home today. My favourite home. In Windsor. It’s only my home for a bit longer and then I have to hand the keys over to someone else. Someone who might not love every corner the same way that I do.

“Can we talk about something else?”

“Sure,” she says, lowering her mug to her desk. Her earrings with the dangling apples bob back and forth as she does. “When is your first appointment? Did you have it yet?”

“No. Next Thursday.”

Therapy. Couples therapy, to be precise. I came home with one goal, and it was to try and improve my relationship before it became unsavable. I sat Gavin down, explained how I was feeling and what I’d need to help push us on the right track again. I had a list of therapists in the area ready to go, and I asked him to pick one.

He stared at me for a moment. Said nothing. Reached forward, took the list, read over their names and specialties, and pointed at one. He made the decision, and I made the appointment.

This feels like a good turning point.

“Are you excited?”

“Nervous, but happy,” I admit, leaning back in my chair. “I think it’s going to be the best decision we’ve ever made.”

“Absolutely,” Avery encourages. Her brown eyes crinkle at the sides as she smiles. “I want to go with Seth. Everyone should go to therapy. I think it’s healthy. Especially with couples, it gives you so many tools to maintain a stable and successful relationship.”

True and true. We probably should have started years ago, but therapy feels like a scary word when you’re young. As you get older, you start to realize that protecting the health of your mind and your heart is equally as important as protecting your physical health. 

“He’d go with you if you asked him to.”

He would. He’d do anything she wanted him to do, especially if it was to keep them on the same page. Their relationship isn’t perfect, none are, but they’re as close to perfect as you could get. Even then, therapy can be a positive influence. 

“You’ll have to let me know how it goes.”

“Of course I will,” I say, clicking my pen. I flash her a smile. “I’ll put you on FaceTime if you want.”

Avery barks out a laugh. “Bad idea. Gavin blames you for anything, and your back pocket will start swearing at him.”

I do not doubt that for a second. 

“I have to go. I have a meeting in fifteen minutes and need to grab some new fuel.” I show her my mug.

She winces. “Nothing worse than an empty mug.”

“Facts.”

“Let me know how that conversation with your new boss goes. I’m crossing my fingers, toes, and tits for you to get good news.”

I’m waiting on word if I will be offered a position equivalent to the one I have now at my marketing firm or a higher position. Lydia, my boss in Windsor, put in a good word with her old college roommate who owns a firm in London. Her name is Morgan, and she’s intimidating as all hell. 

I was hired over one, single conversation. I’d hardly call it an interview. 

But Morgan also told me there are two open positions and that she needed to have some conversations behind the scenes to determine which one would be the better fit for me. Lydia casually let me know that one was a much better opportunity, and that Morgan was only saying good things. 

I’m nervous. I don’t want to move to London, that’s no secret, but a better job would be a nice incentive to start trying to enjoy it. 

“I will. Let me know if Aubrey stops biting other kids.”

Avery grimaces. “She won’t.”

I smile, bringing my hand to my mouth. She does the same, and we blow each other three kisses before ending the call. 

I let out a long sigh, feeling a bit of tension leave my shoulders after seeing Avery’s face for fifteen minutes of my day. 

Things are looking up. 

It’s only going to get better. I’m optimistic, even if Declan and I are in ruins. Our relationship might be slowly decaying, but everything else in my life seems to be growing and fighting to stay alive.

Things are looking up.


1 year later



CHAPTER ELEVEN
penny


I didn't go home for Thanksgiving or Christmas. 

I didn’t go home in the summer, either. 

Doing that is basically committing a cardinal sin in the friend group, but it felt like the right thing for me to do. Not only was I busy packing my life up and moving to a new city, but it had to be done to protect my inner peace. 

I don’t know how to explain it. I needed to keep my space to diffuse some of the tension. It’s funny that one conversation could fester into something so painful, but that’s exactly what happened. 

Declan had already hurt my feelings in the bar. Then, he doubled down in my childhood bedroom. But it was that text that really broke this all to smithereens. 

The idea of plastering on a smile and continuing to act fine after that message seemed like too heavy of a task. It was the final straw, the knife straight into my heart—plunged and twisted. He never even attempted to reach out and apologize for it. 

So, I stayed away. I had to. If I hadn’t, it would have been a war. 

It’s easier to get over my rift with Declan that way, being far enough removed. It’s like the golden ‘no contact’ rule but for friends. Not seeing him face-to-face made him unable to swindle his way back through my guards. He’s good at that. He tends to act like he doesn’t even see them. Like they aren’t even there. He charms his way right back into my good graces like my boundaries are made of jelly.

And most of the time, I let him.

Avery thinks by not coming home, I’m also punishing her. Being the angel that she is, she comes to visit me instead. It’s weirdly refreshing to have her all to myself in London. Especially because I don’t particularly like living in London at all. 

I tried it. Got the good job I wanted, got comfortable in the new city where I’m supposed to make a life in. 

It’s not home. It’s never going to be home. Home is where my friends and family are, or home is Windsor. London, Ontario just doesn’t fit the bill. 

I’m not trying to punish Avery by not visiting, I promise. I’m not even punishing Declan. I’m just trying to fortify my boundaries and heal from a painful situation—my therapist’s suggestion. 

Cutting Declan out of that picture was rude, but it was nothing in comparison to the text he had sent me. I regretted it the next day, but the damage was already done by then. I blame the wine that was running through my system when I was posting it. Then, that text message came, and I was so mad that I made a rash decision. I unfollowed him.

He clearly still hasn’t learned that his words can hurt, and that hurting people has consequences. He can’t just smile and make everything go away. He can’t flash those dimples, pull me into his arms, and remind me that we can’t ever be rid of each other because we’re family. That isn’t real life. When someone hurts you, you’re allowed to be hurt.

Deleting him wasn’t kind. It might have even been a bit too far. But it made it remarkably easier to heal from our argument. I had intended for this to be temporary, but now I am not so sure that it can be. That text message broke my heart a bit. It told me how he really feels about me.

He thinks I’m shit.

Isn’t that sweet?

I spent the beginning of the new year moving house, putting down roots in a new city, and securing a new job for a new company. I said goodbye to my home, my second set of friends, and to Lydia and my coworkers. It was miserable, but I tried to plaster on a smile and think about the positives. 

This is just the next chapter in my life. It isn’t the end of the world, right?

It feels like it.  

I loved Windsor. I loved my house and truly adored my job in that city. I made a name for myself in that company. People leaned on me, and they respected my opinion. I was making good headway to becoming Creative Coordinator. That hope is gone. I might have scored a higher-paying job with my new company, but it won’t be as prestigious as the coordinator position that was just out of reach. 

I had some good friends in Windsor, too. I had relationships that didn’t feel forced or fake. It was the closest thing to home that I’ve ever built away from home. That’s all gone now. All of it. 

While the crew sent me texts about all things London, excited for the change, and while they mailed me gifts for the new house or asked for a FaceTime call to see the place, I suffered in silence and pretended like this was fine. It will be eventually, I’m sure. But it felt like I lost a lot of important things last year, and now I had to start this new year losing even more. 

The opportunity that Gavin received was far too good to pass up, and although it stung, I knew that I had to follow him. He was going, that much was certain. I had a choice to make: follow or have an extremely hard conversation about the future if I didn’t.

He’d been putting in effort. Therapy sessions were going well, and he seemed to be actively trying to be a better partner. How could I abandon him after I screamed for a life raft, and he threw me one, pulling me back to shore?

But I still hate London.

There was one silver lining, though. For a bit. A big one. 

Surprisingly, Gavin and I got better after the move. Stronger. We started laughing again and spending quality time together in the ways we used to. We put effort into us. My cup began filling up again without me even realizing that it was happening. The change in scenery seemed to bring a change in him, and I was suddenly very grateful for the choice I made.

I started to enjoy spending time with him like I used to. I looked forward to coming home from work and seeing him. Whether we sat on the back porch under blankets or sprawled out on the couch to watch trashy reality TV, I felt happy again. I was going to bed with a partner, not a stranger. I could breathe again. 

We were still lacking in vital areas. I am not naive enough to pretend that those issues vanish overnight, but we started moving in a good direction. I was finally beginning to feel a bit secure for the first time in years. All of the pain and all of the time I spent powering through my emotions felt worth it.

We talked about marriage. We talked about maybe moving back to Windsor in a few years if his job permits it. When I explained to him that besides home, Windsor is the closest place that has ever felt like somewhere I belong, he told me with no judgment that we’ll plan for Windsor to be our end game. I swear, I almost cried with relief.

London just isn’t the same, and even though we haven’t been here very long, I know that it won’t change. 

I felt myself living for me again, rather than desperately existing to keep us on the same path. We met at a fork in the road, and we made the decision to continue down the same trail together.

Then fall hit, and the universe gave me one, big, uno reverse card, because grown men don’t change. They’re just good at pretending that they do.

Gavin started to retreat. He started spending far too much time at work and less time at the house. He stopped smiling again, even when I catered to his humour in detriment to my own. He stopped answering my questions with intent, and seemed to brush off my every word as if my voice was exhausting in itself.

He just stopped trying. Again. Yet throughout, he claims he is fine. 

He is always fucking fine.

Unfortunately for him, I know what the word ‘fine’ really means.

It is always the same excuse: he’s tired. Dealing with him for all these years makes me pretty in tune with his behaviour. It’s more than that. It is more than just being tired.

It’s everything. 

The problem with ‘everything’ being the issue? There is no possible way to fix it.

I have become a nuisance in his life again without even realizing it. I’m suddenly more of a responsibility than a priority. I can’t do anything right, but I am not really doing anything wrong, either. I’m not sure I can explain the emotional torture of constantly fearing you’ve stepped over the line when you haven’t even moved an inch in any direction.

The conversation is the same every damn time. 

“Are we okay?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t we be?”

“I don’t know. You seem distant.”

“I’m fine, Penny. You asking me five hundred times a day if I’m fine is what’s making me not want to talk.”

And so, we don’t talk about it. Ever. At all. I just live each day hoping that this is the day he’ll snap out of it. I walk on eggshells in a house that I clean the floor of every single day.

I’m not sure why I am capable of speaking up for myself to everyone else but Gavin. I don’t know when it started, and how it got this bad, but I’ve become an entirely different person with him. The strength that I pride myself on embodying in my day-to-day life is smothered out the moment that it comes to him.

Which brings us to today. The day that everything changes.

I drop the mail on the entryway table as I walk into the house after work. That familiar lick of unease slides down my spine. His shoes are sat neatly on the carpet, aligned perfectly. Somehow and with no logical explanation, I just know that he’s been home for a while. 

There is a sense of dread that is watered and blooms each time this man changes his demeanor in any way. It sends me into fight or flight mode. It has me bracing for impact and preparing to be destroyed.

I know him better than I know myself. That’s what happens when you give someone all the important parts of yourself and leave yourself with the bare minimum. Even with the slightest changes in tone over text, even by the way he walks around the house, I know when he’s about to hurt me. 

That’s why I know with confidence as I step into the living room that he is going to hurt me tonight.

He’s sitting on the couch by the window, one leg on top of the other, his ankle balancing on his knee. The TV is off. His phone is on the table, face down. There is nothing but silence and the sound of him ripping threads off the throw blanket on the back of the sofa.

He’s been waiting for me.

“Hey,” I say cautiously, swallowing the anxiety in the pit of my stomach.

Perhaps I’m overreacting. He told me that just days ago when I said something felt off, when I asked him if he was angry with me. He said that I’m making something out of nothing. That I need to let it go.

All my instincts are telling me I am right, but he’s spent so much time convincing me that I’m wrong that I allowed a little seed of hope to be planted. Perhaps I was overthinking. Perhaps I still am.

I stop in the middle of the room. For some reason, I can’t approach him. I can’t even sit on the other end of the sectional. I won't allow myself to get comfortable before he tears my heart out, and I know, I just know that he’s about to do just that.

Gavin’s dark eyes are locked onto me. They’re glassy, but not from tears.

He gestures to the couch. “Come and sit.”

Alarm bells are blaring in my ears. His tone is soft, but somehow condescending. There’s no care in that tone, no love. Not for the first time, I’m reminded that he has the capability of being two very different people.

My skin prickles. 

I want to leave. 

Nothing has even happened, and I want to get into my car and drive as far away as I can from this place. 

From him.

“Spit it out,” I bite out quietly, tossing my keys onto the table between us.

His brows shoot upward. 

This wasn’t a part of his plan. He didn’t envision anger from me, only tears. That irks him. I can see it on his face.

I stare at him when he says nothing. “Go on then. Say what you have to say.”

“Penny,” he sighs, rolling his eyes. He drops his head backward a bit, like I’m exhausting him, and I force myself not to react. I will not give him the satisfaction of having me unwind before I even know what he’s going to say.

He’s already acting like I’m the one who is being hard to deal with.

“Please, Gavin, prove me right. Show me I was on the right track when I asked you what the problem was repeatedly over the last few weeks.”

His eyes narrow. There he is, the mask finally slipping from the sad and regretful partner he had just been masquerading as. He can recite this conversation one million times in his head, but I won’t be following his script. I’ve done that before like a pathetic idiot, far too many times to count. I acted the way I knew he wanted me to, just to avoid a fight.

Not this time. I can’t do that anymore. I’m tired.

“We have to end it.”

There it is.

I don’t even react. I can’t. I just stare at him. 

Inwardly, something big, dark, and painful opens up. It rips me apart at the seams, tearing slowly and hitting all my vital arteries as it does. 

Hearing him refer to our long-term relationship as it feels icky.

I’d be lying if I say I didn’t see this coming. I feel like a part of me has been waiting for it for years. With bated breath, I lived with the constant fear of expecting the other shoe to drop. This was the other shoe. He hung a breakup over my head for far too long without ever actually saying that that’s what he was doing.

It’s finally happened.

I fooled myself into believing he’d eventually be a man that has enough love in his heart to give it to another person, but he isn’t. He never will be. He’s always had one foot teetering on the exit, even when the rest of his body was inside, whispering empty promises in my ear. He won’t change. Not now. Not ever.

He leans forward, his elbows on his knees and rubs his palms together. He keeps his gaze glued to mine. Waiting. Hoping.

For me to fall apart.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay?” he asks, cocking a brow.

“Yeah, okay,” I snap. There’s a bite in my voice, but I can’t stop it. 

How dare he? 

How fucking dare he, when I have been transparent and communicative and have given him every single piece of my heart and my patience over the last few years? I tried to get him to talk. I wanted to fix whatever had been broken. He repeatedly told me there was nothing broken, nothing cracked. 

He sat through therapy and played along. Acted like he wanted to be there. Charmed the therapist just like he charmed me, but stopped following her guidance and using her tools the second that he could. The second I was comfortable again.

How can I see the damage and tend to it if he keeps slapping a bandage over it to shield it from me? And why was it always up to me to fix things?

“That’s it?”

“What do you want, Gav?” I say, exasperated. I drop my hands to my side and stare at him. “Do you want me to grovel? I don’t feel like it. Do you want me to cry? Do you need me to react in a specific way to make this easier for you?”

His lips tilt downward. “No, but I figured you’d have questions.”

“I had a lot of questions over the past year. All of which, you brushed off. You know, if you weren’t happy, I gave you a magnitude of opportunities to say so. Instead, you fill my head with promises of better things and our future and wait for me to move across the province and quit my fucking job!”

I erupt then, and I quickly shut my eyes to ground myself.

He doesn’t even flinch. No, he just looks at me. There is some twisted satisfaction dancing behind those cold brown eyes, finally comforted by the fact that I snapped. 

What a dark, sad head to have to live in.

He stops rubbing his hands together and dips his chin. That’s all the apology I'll get. 

“I don’t think I love you.”

Everything stops.

Okay.

Breathe in, Penny.

Ouch.

Gavin watches me carefully as those words hang between us. Angry or not, hearing him say something so cruel so bluntly is like a knife to both the heart and the back. 

He says it because he knows that those words will hurt. They’ll get a reaction when I otherwise gave him nothing.

Those words shock me, but they shouldn’t. Thinking about it now, maybe the signs were there all along. When someone starves you of your needs, the bare minimum starts to feel like love.

I can’t find the words to respond to that. Emotion is clawing at my throat, and I’m far too busy trying to suppress it so that when I leave here, I know he did not get all he wanted from me. He already has all I could have given him without hurting myself. He does not deserve any more. 

I already know that I’m the one who is leaving. 

I don’t want to be in this house, and it doesn’t look like he’s packed a bag or prepared to leave himself. He also assumed that he would stay where he is comfortable, and that I’d figure out where I should go.

It’s almost funny how selfish he is. How much I hadn’t noticed when I was overthinking every other part of our relationship.

“I don’t know if I ever really loved you,” he continues.

My heart constricts in my chest. 

Please stop. 

Please stop. It feels like I’m dying.

It’s cruel. What he is doing is cruel. 

I cannot believe this man across from me was the same man who would make forts in the living room of my house after I had a bad day. He is somehow the same guy who learned I couldn’t sleep during thunderstorms, so he showed up unannounced every single time with snacks and warm arms.

“That’s great, Gavin,” I sigh, reaching forward to take my keys back off the table. 

We are no longer together. I do not have to sit here and put up with this.

“I think I realized at my work party,” he continues, as if I hadn’t spoken at all. Not once has he looked away. He’s drinking this in. “All of the guys were so proud of their girlfriends and their wives, and I just… I didn’t look at you and feel proud, Penny. I wasn’t excited at the thought of being with you.”

I go still. 

This isn’t just cruel… this is something worse. This is masochistic. This isn’t just him breaking up with me, this is him attempting to kill me in the process. He wants to break me. I’m not his shiny toy anymore, so he’ll ensure nobody else can play with me either.

“If we stayed together, we’d just be kidding ourselves. I think we both know that.”

My ears are beginning to ring, my brain trying to block out what he is saying in an attempt to save myself—save whatever is left of my heart. The pain is visceral. I wonder if I’ll survive this. 

We stare at each other. I know my face is flushed red. I can feel it creeping up my neck and taking root in my cheeks. I’m angry, but I’m also mortified, and that’s a feeling that I’d rather die than feel in front of others. Even him.

Especially him.

Ten years. Ten fucking years of my time, and you don’t think you’ve ever loved me? 

You’ve never been proud to be with me? 

What in the fuck was the point?

If I was in the kitchen right now, I think I’d take a knife out of the block and throw it. I’d aim for his head.

“You’ll be okay,” he says softly, nodding slowly. “You’ll find someone someday, Penny. Someone better for you. Someone who will marry you—something I really don’t think I ever would have done. If we keep at this, we’re just going to be wasting more time.”

He’s looking at me like I’m a child that he’s trying to gentle parent. It makes me sick. 

There are one million retorts on the tip of my tongue, and they’re mean. They’re cold and brutal and go down to every insecurity he has. I could spew them. They would hit their mark and scar his heart.

But I do not speak. 

I do not utter a single word. 

I loved this man. I have loved him for a very long time. I would never hurt him the way he is hurting me. This is one fight I will gladly bow out of. At least I’ll look back on this moment and know that I gave him nothing. 

“I’m going to pack a bag.”

I leave him on the couch, bewildered by my lack of response. I hurry upstairs, my adrenaline crashing. The tears are burning now. I don’t think it’s because I’ve just been dumped. I don’t think my head or my heart have even realized that has happened. It’s the words that he had carefully constructed to do the most damage that are chipping away at me, because they pried their way into my soul, just like he wanted them to. 

He would never marry me? Three weeks ago, he was telling me how he already had the dream venue picked for us. He was just asking for a few reference pictures because he wanted to be certain he knew the exact cut of the ring that I wanted.

He wasn’t proud of me? No, of course not. We were always celebrating his achievements and not mine. We were always proud of him. There wasn’t room for either of us to remember that I was here, and I was doing big things at the very same time.

I tear my gym bag out of the closet and pack enough for two weeks. I don’t even know what I’m tossing inside. I can’t seem to care. I can’t think. I just need to get out of this house and away from Gavin.

I storm by the door to the bathroom, and only then do I notice him leaning against the doorframe, watching. His arms are crossed in front of him.

Jesus, does he not understand space? Does he have to micromanage everything? Is he waiting for a tear to drop so he can jerk off to the image later?

I gather my makeup and skincare into my travel bag. I drop shampoo, conditioner, my toothbrush, and the full tube of toothpaste. I’m being petty, I know it’s the last tube we have. Something about him having to go to bed with a dirty mouth pleases me.  

I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I made up my mind at some point after he uttered the words ‘I don’t think I love you’, where I was going. There was never another option.

“You don’t have to leave, Penny,” he says as I force my makeup bag in with my clothes.

I bark out a laugh. He says that now, after I just packed my things? 

“I’m going home,” I tell him with a look so lethal it might have the power to kill him. 

I shove past him and rush back down the stairs.

I can’t breathe. I need air. 

He follows at a snail’s pace, his steps sluggish. It’s like this whole situation is inconveniencing him. Everything he is doing is making me more and more furious. He could blink and I’d take it personally right now. 

“You can’t drive eight hours right now. It’s almost three.”

“Fuck off,” I spit.

His eyes widen, his brows shooting upward. 

Yeah, yeah, Gavin. I get it. I’m the crazy one for having feelings when you’re the one holding my heart in your hands after ripping it from my chest.

“Penny.”

“I’m going home.” I shove my feet in my boots.

He steps forward and reaches for me. I scurry backward in horror, like his touch has the power to burn my skin. He lifts both hands in front of him, stepping back. 

“Penny. Come on.”

I ignore him, pulling on my coat. I shoot him one last look, trying my hardest to remember how his face evoked nothing but pain and rage for me in this moment. I cannot turn back. Ever.

“I am going home.”

I slam the door so loudly it sounds like he finally let off the shot he’d cocked, loaded, and aimed at my heart.


CHAPTER TWELVE
penny


I knock on the door hurriedly, trying to force the emotion away so I can at least act composed for the initial greeting. This is piss-poor timing. How the hell could I forget about Friendsgiving? Avery invites me every single year, even though she knows I won’t be able to come every single time.

It’s an Avery party. So even though it’s nearing eleven, the party is still in full swing.

I’m bleeding out on her front step. Gavin left a big, open wound in the center of my chest and I’m all but drained of blood. The grief I feel is unexplainable. It feels like someone died. Someone who is very much still alive and who I kind of wish would actually die. It’d be easier that way.

Oh god, I’m going to throw up.

There is loud chatter on the other side of the door. Foolishly, I try the handle again, but it’s still locked. The bottom lock, too, so my code won’t even work. Who the hell locks a door when they’re having a party? I’m going to find out who was stupid enough to make that move and force-feed them the doorbell, which they’re also ignoring.

I knock again, three loud thumps of my fist. At the same time, I ring the doorbell. I’m two seconds away from losing my shit and I’d rather not do it in the middle of the street where Paulie Garmuck’s parents are spying out of their window.

A voice grows louder. A small bubble of relief sprouts in my chest. Heavy footsteps come toward the door, casually and slowly. Someone fiddles with the lock and the door flies open and…

Declan’s smile immediately vanishes when he sees me, mascara smudged down my cheeks, hair piled on my head, and a bottle of wine clenched tightly in my palm. 

My heart cracks at the sight of him, remembering the conversation at The Swan Dive, remembering the distance that I put between us. Remembering why. 

Of course he’s in town.

We haven’t spoken since. Not two words, apart from that text message.

He is the last person I wanted to open that door.

“Pen?”

That’s all it takes. 

I shake my head and take a step back, a sob tearing through my throat. I almost turn to run. I probably would have if Declan hadn’t stepped onto the porch, closing the door to the party behind him. He reaches for my elbows before I can hightail it out of here and pulls me back onto the step.

My breathing quickens as his touch travels upward. Oh god, I’m going to have a panic attack in front of him. I’m going to fall apart in hands that I no longer trust. 

Declan slowly cups my face in his palms, and as I crane my neck to avoid him, he gently guides my gaze back to him. I’m forced to either meet his eyes or shut my own. 

I choose to shut my own.

“Penny, what the fuck is going on?” His voice is eerily calm, deep, and full of concern. 

It kills me to hear that after all of this, he still worries about me.

I shake my head again, tears slipping down my cheeks. I’m pathetic. I’m pathetic and breaking down, and I really don’t want him to be the one to catch the pieces as they shatter.

Anyone else. Please, anyone else.

Declan’s thumbs brush the tears as they fall. He’s close. Even without opening my eyes, I can tell. I can smell his cologne, so very Declan. It’s like walking into a forest while holding a mug of peppermint tea. It’s oddly comforting, a small slice of home I had buried somewhere in the back of my mind. 

I take in a deep breath. This one is easier.

“Does Avery know you’re here?”

I choke on a cry, finally prying my eyes open. I want to shut them again as soon as I see the fear written all over his face. He has that stupid ballcap on his head again, even backward I know it sports the Pittsburgh logo on the other side. He hasn’t shaved in a while, but his beard is still neat. 

I focus on all his little details instead of the way I’m dying inside.

His eyes have never looked so amber.

They’ve never looked so terrified.

“No.”

“Do you… want me to go get her?” he asks softly, his hands sliding to the sides of my neck. His thumb brushes over my pulse. 

Another breath. This one is even easier.

“You were right.”

Declan blinks, his brow furrowing. “What?”

Don’t make me spell it out to you. Please.

“About Gavin.”

His frown deepens before realization washes over his face. His thumb brushes against the side of my neck again, so sweet that it seems against his nature. He steps closer, eyes searching mine.

I see so much regret. About as much as I feel. 

“What happened?” he bites out, his tone sharp.

He broke me. That’s what happened.

“He waited until I was home from work and told me that it was over,” I admit, and my breath leaves me as I relay those words for the first time aloud. It hurts. It fucking hurts. “Said he was never proud to point at me and say that I was his girlfriend. He said he didn’t think he was ever going to get to the point where he’d want to marry me.”

My voice breaks then. Reciting the list of strange, deep-cutting insults Gavin had spewed at me in a gentle voice. It’s painful. Doing it in front of someone who warned me this relationship was doomed? That feels even worse. 

I can’t stop the word vomit. Why couldn’t I just say we broke up, like a normal person would?

Declan’s face has fallen to near expressionless, but there is a storm brewing in his eyes. There is a building rage that has appeared on the ice so many times that it is startling to see that expression here. On Avery’s front stoop. In front of the big, red door.

It takes him a moment to process my words. He glances back at the house, dropping his hands from my skin. I miss the comfort instantly. 

He lets out a long breath, runs a hand over his mouth, and then nods toward the road.

“Get in the car.”

I blink, sniffling. Oh god, I need a tissue. “What?”

“I haven’t had anything to drink yet. Get in the car. We’re going for a drive.”

“Where?” I blurt out.

I have to see Avery.

“This is the last place you want to be. Trust me,” he grumbles, sliding his arm around my shoulder. He fishes in the pocket of his joggers for his keys, pointing at his Range Rover down the road and unlocking it. “We’re going to get drunk.”

I glower as he guides me down the steps, risking a look up at him. “So that you can say that you told me so?”

His gaze cuts to me. “What?”

“Come on,” I grumble, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “You know you want to.”

He stares at me for a long second.

“No, Lucky,” he says with a sigh, guiding me around the decorative pots filled with dead plants that Avery cannot keep alive, even in the summer. “Out of all the things I want to say to you, that is the very dead last.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
penny


A Long Island iced tea is set on the table in front of my empty chair. 

Feeling foolish now that I had time to decompress in the washroom, using a rough paper towel and hand soap to rub the mascara from my cheeks, I smile timidly at Declan in hopes that he’ll ignore every single thing that I have said to him since he opened that door.

He’s glowering at his bottle of beer when I pull out the chair and take a seat across from him. 

Yeah, it’s not going to be that easy.

His eyes flicker up to me the second my ass hits the seat. 

“What happened?”

A long sigh leaves my body. I hurriedly take a sip of the Long Island, treasuring the immediate smack of tequila hitting the back of my throat. The burn is incredible. This is why people drink when they’re going through things. Feeling numb is preferable to feeling anything at all.

Declan and I have a lot of unfinished business. I know we have to talk about it. But right now, he’s being kind and pretending that nothing has changed, so I’ll do the same. I am not sure that I deserve him, but I’m grateful that I have him.

“I don’t know,” I admit, my voice strangely quiet. I run my finger around the condensation at the bottom of my glass. “I thought things were fine.”

Because they were. He acted like they were.

“You just moved to London for him. For his job. You got a new house. I don’t understand.”

Yeah, that makes two of us.

It doesn’t surprise me that despite all my efforts, Declan knows everything that has been happening in my life. 

I offer all I can: a shrug of my shoulders. 

We have been having the best time over the last few months. It’s almost some sick, cosmic punishment for something I’ve done. I was truly happy for the first time in a long time. We were having fun. He told me all the things I’ve been waiting to hear.

He is going to marry me one day.

He is so proud of the life we built together.

He took me for granted and realized that now.

I moved for him. I gave up my house that I’d decorated to perfection over the last few years. The home I adored. I gave up my job and fought for an equivalent in a city that he wanted to live in for the benefit of his own career. 

I gave up everything to keep him happy, to keep us happy. 

“What did he say?”

“That we were kidding ourselves, essentially,” I murmur. “He said that we’d be wasting even more time if we stayed together.”

Declan runs his hand over his bottom jaw, letting out a long breath. He tears the ball cap from his head and runs his hands through his dark, wavy hair. It’s a bit longer now, ending just below his ears, where it curls upward. 

He shoves the hat back on his head.

“He thinks our relationship was a waste of time,” I repeat quietly, tasting those words for what they are. Harsh. Cruel. A bitter laugh leaves my throat. 

“Yeah, well. He’s a fucking dumbass,” Declan grumbles, taking a swig of his beer. 

“He told me we’d get married one day, Dec. I am not making that up.”

I don’t know why I feel desperate for him to know that Gavin had been telling me these things, that I hadn’t conjured up this version of him that nobody else had ever witnessed. I feel pathetic. Like I put blinders on, even when I had already seen all the bad signs and the red flags.

I swore I’d never be this girl, but here I am. 

I just need Declan to know that the reasons I stayed weren’t baseless.

I know he hates him, but there were reasons that I loved him. I need him to know that, too.

Declan’s eyes burn into mine. “I know. That guy told you what you wanted to hear for so long that you started to believe him. He’s a piece of shit.”

“I’m almost thirty.”

Declan’s brow furrows, but that fact weighs heavy on my heart. I wasted almost the entirety of my twenties on a man who thought our relationship was a waste of time. I bought every pretty lie he told me. I ate it up, planning and looking forward to a future with a man who didn’t exist. 

Now I am twenty-nine years old. My friends and loved ones are getting engaged or married, some even having children, and I am starting over.

“So?”

“I’m single and almost thirty,” I mutter, bringing my glass to my lips. “How pathetic.”

“Pathetic would be staying with a guy who doesn’t love you because you’re almost thirty.” Declan’s voice is calm, even, but there’s a hint of simmering anger lingering there.

I don’t like hearing that Gavin doesn’t love me from Declan’s mouth. That somehow feels worse than hearing it from Gavin himself. 

“I really don’t want to start over.”

Translation: I’m terrified.

“Well, tough shit.” Declan leans forward, outstretching his hand. I stare at it for a moment, my throat thick with emotion. Reluctantly, I reach forward and place my hand in his. His thumb immediately sweeps over my knuckles. “You’re twenty-nine, and you’re starting over. Isn’t that exciting? You get to start over.”

My gaze flickers from our hands to his face. Tears are brimming in my eyes again, my chest sporting a hollow ache that doesn’t seem to ever really fade completely. 

Declan swipes his thumb over my knuckles again, nodding with reassurance. 

I owe him a big, huge apology.  

“Dec,” I whisper, my voice catching.

He watches me carefully, eyes narrowing as if he’s read my mind. He shakes his head. 

“Don’t.”

A waitress appears then. I recognize her from high school, but I can’t bring myself to meet her eyes. She’ll see everything in my face, and the last thing I want is to be the talk around town, especially since I’ll be here for a while.

I yank my hand from Declan’s and grab my drink again, taking a long sip. 

A tray of tequila shots with lemons is placed in between us, poured right to the rim. Declan smiles up at her, winking with an arrogant smoothness. She beams down at him, trying but failing to hide the blush that hits her cheeks.

When she turns away, I cock a brow. “Expecting a party?”

The bar is dead around us. It’s a Thursday. The number of shots on the plate outnumber the amount of people in the room.

“Nah, just us.” He smirks, pulling a shot from the tray. He picks the lemon off another and tosses it aside, handing the shot to me. He holds his own in between us, meeting my eyes. “It’s time to free the real Penny. The one who's been trapped inside of you for ten years. Tequila, no lemon. C’mon, P.”

I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips. This is a bad idea. A real bad idea. But I don’t want to keep thinking about Gavin. I don’t want to keep thinking about my parents’ faces when I showed up sobbing on their doorstep. I don’t want to think anymore. Not at all. Not about him.

“She’s a little rusty.” 

“I know her,” he reminds me, clicking his tongue. He clinks his shot glass against mine. “It won’t take her long to find her footing.”

With that, we both down our shots. Declan bites into his lemon, cringing as the tequila glides down his throat. I take mine in one gulp, no lemon or salt, and only slightly wince at the taste. The Swan doesn’t have the best tequila, but it does the job. 

“Does he know you’re here?”

I wipe the corners of my mouth with my fingers. “Yeah.”

Declan nods slowly. “You should have made him leave the house.”

I don’t give a fuck about the house.

“I was suffocating,” I admit, reaching for another shot. Declan looks reluctant, but he grabs one, too. “I needed to get out of the house and that city.”

“You needed to come home.”

I meet his eyes. A silent moment of understanding passes between us. I forgive him. What happened last summer is forgotten. I needed to be here, in this bar tonight, shockingly with Declan. 

It couldn’t have been Avery. It had to have been him.

I need tough, honest love. He gives that to me.

I nod. 

We both take our shot. Aerosmith starts blasting over the speakers and Declan nearly jumps out of his seat toward me. 

I smile and shake my head, already knowing where he’s headed with this, but he has that boyish smile of excitement on his face—as if this was a gesture of fate. 

We both know that he told the waitress exactly what songs to punch into the jukebox while I calmed down in the restroom.

My eyes drop to the dimples that are poking through his stubble. He holds out his hand, downing the rest of his beer.

“No.”

He grins wider, shaking his palm in my face.

“Declan.” I laugh, leaning away from his hand. I take a sip of my drink instead, holding his patient stare. “No.”

“One more shot, then get your ass up.”

“No.”

“I’ll dance alone and embarrass the hell out of you. I’ll put on a real good show, too. You’ll have to sit there and watch every second of it or shut your eyes for the next hour.”

Oh god, there is only one thing worse than embarrassment, and its second-hand embarrassment.

Screw it.

Sighing, I reach for the shot and take it. I don’t pick on him for not having one with me, I know with a few more, he’ll likely be puking all over the floor. He isn’t a master at the tequila game like I am, in the same way that I couldn’t finish a second beer. 

With a glare that doesn’t match my smile, I smack my palm into his and allow him to hoist me to my feet, right to the center of the glaringly empty dance floor.

The bartenders watch us curiously. I ensure my back is to them as Declan tugs me to his chest, one of his arms sliding around my waist. He holds our hands between us, guiding our bodies in a small circle as the ballad pours from the speakers.

I try not to focus on the lyrics. When I was younger, I imagined this song as my wedding song. Now, I doubt I’ll ever even have a wedding at all. I don’t even think I want one. I have to let that dream die. I can’t deal with this crushing pain again; I can’t risk winding up in another dead-end relationship so late in life. I’d rather be alone.

I swallow, forcing a long breath from my lungs. I will not cry again. Not tonight.

“He’s an idiot,” Declan murmurs, forcing my gaze upward. He holds my stare, hazel eyes swimming with understanding. “He’ll regret it. Maybe not right away, but he will.”

“He seemed pretty certain.”

“Because he’s right,” Declan says, and I tense at those words. I move to step back, like he slapped me, but he tugs me back to him. “That relationship was not going anywhere, but that wasn’t because of you. He knows he can’t give you what you want. That doesn’t mean there won’t come a day where he’ll realize how desperately he wished he’d tried.”

Tears blur my vision. I pull my eyes away, looking over Declan’s shoulder as I slide my arm under his to hold him closer. I don’t want him to see me like this. I don’t want anyone to. 

“I’m scared.”

“I know,” he mumbles, and I feel his cheek resting against my head. “But it will all sort itself out and that fear will fade, and then you’ll be free.”

My eyes flutter shut as a few tears slip out. Free. It sounds like a cage that I’m walking into, convincing myself that this freedom will bring me all the good things I’ve always wanted, when I know what will really come from it. I’ll be alone, and I’ll be alone for a while. I am walking out of my old cage and straight into a new one.

I’m not in my early twenties anymore—my friends have been my friends for a decade or longer. I don’t meet new people often, and guys are never just walking up to me with interest. They never have. It was always just Gavin. It’s hard to date in a world with social media. Nothing is organic anymore. 

“You’re going to be okay, Lucky.”

Am I? It doesn’t even feel like I’m going to make it out of this alive.

“I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know who I am beyond him and what we’ve built together,” I admit quietly. It must be the tequila forcing these confessions, because I’ve never said that aloud. Not even to Avery.

“Now is the time to find out,” he says. “And you’re going to fall in love with every piece of her because I remember her. She’s pretty great. I’m excited to see how she is now that she’s grown over the years. I wonder if she’s stopped deleting people off Instagram. Remember when she used to do that?”

A shocked laugh rips through me. He doesn’t let me ponder over the jab. He doesn’t let the regret seep in. It was a joke. He’s telling me in not as many words that he forgives me, too. 

“She’s strong and she’s tough and she knows who she is, even when she thinks she doesn’t.”

“And she has a hard time listening to friends who are telling her the tough truths that she needs to hear,” I mutter.

He pulls back a bit to look at me. Not for the first time tonight, I brace myself to hear the ‘I told you so’ that he must be dying to say.

He’d been right, and I’d cut him out of my life for a year. 

His frown deepens, and I hold my breath—ready to take the blow that I deserve. Instead, he grips my hand tighter. 

“Isn’t this one of your favourite songs?” he asks, catching me off guard. I nod, distracted by the change in subject. “Why aren’t we screaming it at the top of our lungs?”

I blink, glancing around. There is a couple on a date, sharing a plate of fries, tucked at the back of the bar. A group of guys are sitting at the long table behind us, beers littering their space. With the bartenders, the grand total of people in this bar is eight, plus us.

“Because you could hear crickets in this room,” I point out.

He shrugs a shoulder, a flash of mischief sparking in his eyes. Declan tilts his head back, screws his eyes shut, and begins to belt the lyrics to the high-pitch chorus of the Aerosmith song.

Incredibly loud. Incredibly off-pitch.

I duck my head. This is a Penny move, but this is a drunk Penny, in the middle of a very loud bar move. I am mortified as I tuck my head between my shoulders and flush so quickly, I suddenly feel like I’m wearing twenty-five layers of clothing with how warm I am.

Declan spins me around faster. He doesn’t stop singing. Even when the words are wrong, he’s screaming them with just as much confidence as if they were tattooed on his body. His grip is so iron-tight that I couldn’t pull away if I wanted to.

I cannot look anywhere but his face, my eyes wide. I want to punch him.

I can feel the laughter bubbling in my chest. 

I want to hug him.

His eyes flicker to mine, and his smile lights up the whole damn bar. He nods, reassuringly, as if it’s time for the old Penny to remind the new one that she’s still in there and that the world deserves to meet her again. That I deserve to meet her again.

I can feel the eyes of the men at the table. I can hear the bartenders laughing and cheering as if this is a free show. It helps that Dec is a legend around here. Everything inside of me wants me to tuck my tail between my legs and run from the attention. Everything but him.

Instead, I tilt my head back, screw my eyes shut like Declan did, and I sing.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
penny


“How many shots was that?” Declan grumbles, stumbling into the back seat of his Range Rover. 

It’s well past closing. The bartenders kicked us out, even though we pleaded to stay. Declan even used his signature puppy-dog eyes. It didn’t work. It’s okay. We still did too many tequila shots, had too many Long Islands, and surprisingly—we weren’t cut off. 

It’s probably because the famous Declan Lowes was the one buying.

Now we have to wait for our Uber, so we slide into the Range Rover for warmth. It’s spacious enough that we could probably just sleep in here if we needed to. It doesn’t sound half bad with the warmth of the liquor running through my veins.

“Too many,” I say, and I’m desperate to keep this buzz going. I’m scared of what will happen when I stop. 

I shut the door behind me and scramble across the console, half-falling into the front seat. I try to ignore Declan’s hands on my hips, helping me stay upright. They’re firm, and steadying, and I’m drunk and in need of comfort. 

Bad idea. 

I slide back into the seat next to him, tucking the wine behind my back, and I smile wickedly.

“Oh no,” he grumbles, pulling his hat over his eyes. He shuffles into the crook of the seat and the door, putting distance between us. “I don’t like that look. I don’t like it at all.”

“I have a present.”

“Please, no.”

I pull the wine bottle out from behind my back. It’s a pinot grigio, and it’s a screw cap. I hadn’t been sure I was going to find the confidence to walk into the party, and I needed to be able to drink if I didn’t. 

I wiggle my eyebrows at Declan, who lets out a long, tired breath, but there is a hint of amusement on those full lips of his. Those dimples poke out, giving him away.

“You can outdrink a football player, you know that?” he groans, snatching the bottle from my hand and twisting the cap off.

“No, but I know for a fact that I can outdrink a hockey player.”

He pauses, the cap in his fingers. He shoots me a look of warning, but I just flash him an innocent smile, and that’s enough for him to ignore the dig. He lifts the bottle to his lips and drinks. It’s a long, greedy gulp, one that has my mouth watering with jealousy.

He passes it to me without a word.

Yes, please. More alcohol.

I take a large swig, happy for cool October’s. The wine isn’t cold, but it has chilled enough to be drinkable after being left in the car.

“Where are you staying?” he asks.

That question is the equivalent of ice water being poured on my head. I don’t want to think about reality right now, about the fact that I don’t have a home to call my own anymore.

I shrug. “I was planning on rotating between my parents’ and Avery’s. I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

“What about work?” he asks.

“I can work remotely.”

“Ah.”

My heart feels heavy. The grief is a dark, dark whisper in my mind. I don’t want to think about it. I’m in this Range Rover with Declan to forget. 

“When do you go back?” I ask, taking another sip. “The big, bad professional hockey player can’t take too much time off, can he?”

Declan’s lip twitches. He rolls his eyes, snatching the bottle from my hands. “I leave in a few days.”

Something in me deflates. I watch the column of his throat as he drinks, and I'm more than aware of his eyes burning into the side of my face. Declan leaving is not something rare. He’s been leaving since we were, like, twenty-one. But tonight was nice. I healed a bit in that bar. I don’t want him to go when I only just got him back.

It’s silent between us for a moment. 

“You could come visit me, you know. We don’t have to always wait until we’re both home.”

And now that Gavin isn’t in the picture, I have more of a free schedule. Now that Gavin isn’t in the picture, I can take a trip to see my friends without having to worry about if he’ll want to come.

Once Declan moved countries, it became a lot more difficult to plan trips to see him. We’d gone to Ottawa a few times when he played there, but since he moved to Pittsburgh, I haven’t been able to make it to one. 

He’s been in Pittsburgh for a while.

I force a smile, meeting his eyes with a soft nod. Neither of us speaks when Declan passes the bottle back. Gavin’s unsaid name sits like a weight between us, heavy and daunting. 

I reach for the wine, and my fingers brush against Declan’s. A jolt rushes through me, and for a split second, I wonder what it would be like to grab that hand, to hold it—but it’s just the echo of my broken heart trying desperately to repair itself, ready to reach for anyone’s hand.

I slide the bottle from his grip. He watches me with heavy lids, his head resting still against the crack between the door and the seat. The dark glow of his amber eyes is unyielding.

“He never deserved you.”

I slowly lower the bottle to my lap. Without moving closer, Declan reaches across the space between us and places his hand on my calf, his thumb brushing against my ankle.

My heart thumps erratically in my chest. This is Declan. He’s touched me like this one million times over the years. Settle down, you pathetic organ. 

“Can we not talk about him?” 

I don’t even want to think about him.

Declan’s jaw tenses, his grip tightening a bit on my leg. Okay, I have never, ever seen him look at me like this. I don’t know if it’s the tequila, or if it’s because we had a great time tonight after fighting for how many months, but he’s looking at me like we’re something beyond friends. Like he wants me. 

That is terrifying.

What’s more terrifying is the flutter in my stomach, the want that I feel in return.

My eyes dart to his mouth, where his tongue wets his plump bottom lip. His own gaze tracks mine, and he gives my leg another squeeze.

“When he comes crawling back,” Declan says, his voice suddenly gravelly and quiet. I force myself to meet his eyes. “And he will. Don’t you fucking dare give him another shot.”

I swallow. Hard. I suddenly feel very claustrophobic in this very large car. I lift the bottle to my lips and take a greedy drink. I might down the whole bottle just so I have something to do with my hands. 

And for the love of god, can we please stop talking about Gavin?

“You aren’t a girl you walk away from. Anyone stupid enough to do so doesn’t deserve anything more from you. Got it?”

We look at each other. Not knowing what to say, and suddenly feeling way too drunk to trust myself, I hand the bottle of wine back to him without another word.

His eyes dart to it, and he huffs a laugh. He pushes himself upward, closing the space that we’ve managed to keep between us. He slides his hand over mine to take the bottle from me. Bold and unflinching, and I can’t breathe.

He’s so close that I can count the freckles that dance along his nose. Four, if you’re wondering. I can see the flecks of light brown in his dark stubble, the streaks of black in his eyes.

God, he’s pretty. 

His eyes flicker to my lips.

“Declan,” I whisper.

He nods, eyes still glued to my mouth.

His gaze drifts over my shoulder at the very same second that headlights sweep past the windows. Something deflates inside of me when Declan leans back and takes a swig of the wine instead of leaning any closer. He lets out a long breath, whatever that was between us disintegrating.

“The Uber is here.”

Saved by the Uber driver.

He throws open the door and climbs out of the vehicle while I’m still trying to compose myself. My stomach is a mess. My broken heart is twitching, as if coming back to life at the idea of his hands on me. Maybe being here with him wasn’t a good idea after all.

Because what the fuck was that? 

My heart is racing, and that spot between my legs feels a little different from how it felt ten minutes ago.

I turn to let myself out. Hopefully the cold wind will slap me in the face and smack some sense into me. Whatever that was, I can’t do that again—we can’t do that again. For many reasons. None of them come to mind right now, but I know they’re good. 

The door to the Range Rover swings open before I can even find the handle with my fumbling fingers.

Declan waves politely to the Uber driver. He holds out his hand and helps me out of the car. His fingers slip to my waist the second that my feet are on the ground.

“Where are you staying tonight?” he asks, his thumb brushing my back.

What?

I blink, looking up at him. “Avery’s?”

His eyes flash. “No. Don’t go to Avery’s.”

“Declan.”

We absolutely cannot go down this road. It’s a bad idea. A very bad idea. 

He knows that, too. We haven’t spoken in nearly a year. We’ve been fighting, for heaven’s sake. The last thing we should be doing is flirting and looking at each other the way we’re very much looking at each other right now.

“You can stay at the hotel with me if you want. I have a suite with a second room. Or go to your parents. Just… don’t go to Avery’s. Not tonight.”

Suspicion curls in my gut. I narrow my eyes, slowing my steps. “Why?”

“Just trust me,” he mutters, guiding me to the Uber. 

He opens the door for me, not meeting my eyes as I climb inside. I watch him through the window while he walks around the back of the car. His face is suddenly unreadable, emotionless. 

A bad feeling is starting to fester in my heart. 

Declan confirms the address of the hotel with the driver. His gaze slowly finds mine, shooting me a look as if to ask if that’s alright. 

I nod once, watching him carefully. He said to trust him and after tonight, I’m willing to more than ever. There’s something going on, and I’m not sure what that is, but I know that whatever is making him so uncomfortable would likely make me feel worse.

I can go to his hotel. Declan and I have shared beds, couches, and even floors before. We’re friends. We’ve always been friends, unless we were fighting, in which we were pretty much still friends. Plus, he said there was a second room. It’s basically like getting a hotel to myself.

This is fine.

As the car pulls away from the bar, tingling discomfort prickles at the back of my neck. The drive is silent with none of us speaking; not even the driver tries to make conversation. He probably feels the tension brewing between us, and I’m not sure if it’s good tension or if it’s a warning.

Declan and I are on opposite sides of the back seat, not touching and not looking at each other. He’s peering out the window and I’m staring straight ahead. Our hands are in our laps, our gazes focused on anywhere but one another.

It’s a stark contrast to the back seat of the Range Rover.

Reluctantly, I slip my hand into the pocket of my coat to grab my phone. A surge of anger hits me when there is not a single notification from Gavin, not even when he knew I was driving eight hours to come home. 

To get away from him. 

Because he broke up with me.

I was freshly dumped. I was emotional. I drove eight hours to find some peace and he didn't even check in?

He really meant it. He doesn’t love me.

My brow furrows seeing fifteen missed calls from Avery and five missed Facetimes. My heart drops to my toes. 

Something happened.

If I hadn’t been drinking, I think I’d have guessed it then.

Declan’s hand suddenly covers the screen of my phone. 

I glance up at him, meeting his eyes, and I immediately know that something is wrong. There’s a reason he doesn’t want me going back to Avery’s tonight, and he doesn’t want to tell me what that is, but it’s big. 

Declan presses his lips together in a tight line.

He shakes his head. “Not tonight, alright? Call her in the morning.”

“Declan,” I warn, my voice laced with worry. “Did something happen to Avery?”

“She’s fine,” he reassures me, curling his fingers around my phone and pulling it from my hands. He places it back in my lap softly. “Just… call her in the morning.”

I nod slowly, feeling uneasy. He’d tell me if Avery was in trouble. He knows better than to keep something like that from me. That’s a death sentence. Whatever is going on is not important enough to ruin the happy little picture of numbness that we created tonight. 

I have to trust him.

The Uber pulls into the hotel parking lot. Declan fishes a one hundred dollar bill out of his pocket and hands it to the man, who looks confused by the gesture. The ride had to have been cheaper than ten dollars, and that was prepaid. 

Declan just gave him a nice, hundred-dollar tip.

“Happy Thanksgiving, man.”

He nods at me.

I climb out of the car, feeling more unsteady on my legs than I had a moment ago. Declan rounds the vehicle and places his hand on the small of my back, guiding me into the hotel. 

The lobby is quiet. Apart from an older gentleman reading a paper on one of the puffy orange chairs, the only people mulling about are the staff. Nobody bothers us as we walk to the elevators.

Declan jabs the button, glancing at me over his shoulder.

“I promise you have your own room,” he says, seeming to mistake my unease for being in his hotel room alone with him. “I haven’t even cracked the door open. It’s pristine, and the mini bar is stocked. I won’t even send you the bill for all the wine you’re about to drink.”

I laugh, smiling gently at him as the elevator doors open. 

Through the mirrors on the wall, I see a look of uncertainty etched across his face. He places that hand back on the small of my back to slide by me and press the button for the fifteenth floor. 

The elevator crawls upward in silence. My phone feels like a weight in my hands. I resist every urge to check. 

Trust him.

When we get to his suite, Declan puts his keycard in, propping the door open with one hand to let me through first. I slide past him, ignoring the warmth I feel from his body as mine brushes his. 

It’s Declan and it’s a bad idea.

He flicks on the lights as I kick off my shoes, walking into a suite that is way too big for one person to enjoy. There is a decent sized kitchen with cherry-wood cabinets and a lavish looking island in the center, adorned with black countertops that do not even remotely go with the floors. The living room is attached, albeit a bit more lackluster than the kitchen. It looks like they renovated only half of the room. It’s big, but it’s nothing fancy. 

This is probably the fanciest this city has to offer though. 

I shrug off my jacket, tossing it onto the back of the couch. Declan is already bent over, half-inside of the mini bar. He pulls out a beer and one small bottle of wine. 

That’ll probably cost him fifty bucks. 

He cracks open the wine, his eyes meeting mine, and places it on the island, nodding at it.

I slowly walk over, sliding onto the chair across from him. I take a small sip of the dry white wine and bite back the shiver that hits my spine. It’s cold, but it is not sweet enough to go down nicely.

It’s not great, but I’m not complaining about free wine. Especially since we left the other bottle in Declan’s car.

“Nice room.”

His lip quirks upward, eyes shadowed by his hat. “I’m a big shot now, huh?”

“I can tell.” The artwork is terrible, and those couches are bright orange and tacky, looking more uncomfortable than the floor. But it’s a suite, and college-aged Declan and Penny would have never been able to fork out money for one of these. “They’re treating you well across the border, I see.”

Declan smiles against the rim of his beer. “They treat me just fine.”

“Do you ever miss home?” I ask. 

I don’t know if I’ve ever actually asked him that question. 

He stares at me for a second. Instead of answering, he yanks off his hood and hat, running his hand through his thick, dark hair. When he finally looks back at me, he just shrugs. 

“Yeah, but I like living away. It’s nice to have broken out of the bubble.”

I nod slowly, but I don’t feel the same. Maybe that’s why I’ve never asked, because I knew our answers would be vastly different.

I miss the bubble. 

I miss feeling cared about, no matter which street you turned down. Unlike Declan, I am definitely not universally adored in whichever city I moved to. I suffocated in isolation with a boyfriend who didn’t even pay me half of the attention that strangers pay Dec. 

Wow. Another hard realization that comes with removing those rose-coloured glasses. 

“You miss it.”

Tears burn behind my eyes. I do miss it. I miss them. I miss my family. My friends. Familiar streets. Familiar views. A safety net. Arms to run to. 

I miss it all.

“I just miss being happy.”

Declan’s face softens in a way that makes my heart ache. I mean ache. I can feel it in the depths of my chest, taking root and wrapping around my heart like a python. It’s squeezing my ribs to the point of pain, threatening to shatter me into a million little pieces.

Those hazel eyes fill with sympathy. I really don’t like seeing that look on his face, knowing that he feels bad for me. It somehow feels worse than anything Declan’s ever said or done to me over the years. Every argument and harsh word pales in comparison to how much that look destroys me.

“Pen,” he says softly, and his tone is laced with that same, icky tenderness.

“I’ll live.” I force out a laugh, reaching for my wine. I take a drink from the bottle, avoiding his stare, but I feel it all over me. “It’s not the end of the world, right?”

It feels like it is. Everything feels like the end of the world lately. It’s just a break-up. I keep trying to tell myself that. Yet, it feels like the entire foundation of my world has broken and I’m about to fall through the cracks.

“You can come home,” he says, attempting to soothe the wound I just ripped open in front of him.

I roll my eyes, hoping to convince him that this conversation is not destroying me more and more with each passing second.

I know I can move home, but I have already left. Coming back feels like I failed in some twisted way. I got out. Almost everyone else that I grew up with is stuck here, the friends they made in college already back in bigger cities. This town is no longer even on their radar unless they’re talking about the glory days. 

Nobody wanted to stay here. Those who did were missing out.

But I left years ago, and I feel like I’m the one who has been missing out.

I have watched my friends' lives go by on social media. Birthdays, promotions, and many, many road trips. I have watched countless Friendsgivings and holiday weekends from a phone screen. I stared at their smiles and watched their videos, listening to every word they spoke to me through voice notes—drunk, happy, and connected. 

I am the only one who ever felt disconnected. I watched from my beloved house, next to the boyfriend that falls asleep easily every night while I toss and turn. Living for the moments where my friends lived without me.

It’s where I wanted to be. It’s always where I want to be.

“It doesn’t have to be forever,” he continues, as if he can read my mind.

“I’ll have to deal with the aftermath sooner or later, won’t I?” I say with a sigh, taking another drink.

“Deal with it now,” he says. “Or wait until my next block of time off. I’ll help you come home.”

“He won’t make it that easy,” I admit, my voice a soft whisper.

His brow furrows. “What the fuck do you mean? He broke up with you.”

“He’ll make this harder than it has to be,” I mutter. “It’s just how he is.”

And he will. He’ll make me jump through hoops. I’ll agree to something that was his idea and he’ll change his mind because it feels too easy. He’ll expect every move I make to be a mind game because that’s how he lives his life. I’ll ask to take the blender and he’ll complain that he paid for half of it. I’ll want something that he gifted me, and he’ll rationalize why it’s actually his.

“Well, that’s not going to happen,” Declan snaps. “I’ll go down there myself if I have to. He’s done fucking around with you, Pen. It’s over. He’s giving you what you’re owed and you’re moving on. There aren't going to be any games.”

I swallow the lump of sadness in my throat. Talking about this makes it seem so real. When it starts to feel real, the numbness kind of seeps away. I need the numbness.

All of that is easier said than done. Gavin’s a taker. He’s been taking and taking since we’ve been together. He takes my generosity, my loyalty, my love, and he absorbs it and lets it flow through him—watering himself until he blooms. 

I can count the number of nights I have had to take a shower just so I could cry in peace, a hole in my chest, the knowledge that something vital was missing, because if he saw me crying, he’d sigh theatrically and act like I was being dramatic.

And I held on. I held on with all my might. 

Why was I so desperate to convince myself that he deserved to be loved when he didn’t even want to be?

“Hey.”

I blink, forcing the tears away. Declan’s watching me carefully, his fingers toying with the label of his beer.

“I just feel so stupid,” I huff a laugh, quickly wiping my eyes. 

“You aren’t stupid. He’s a fucking idiot,” he reminds me. “You tried. You gave it your all. You don’t get to have regrets when you pour your blood, sweat, and tears into it. Let him live with that. That’s his burden, not yours.”

I smile a sad smile, nodding—even though it doesn’t feel okay, and it doesn’t feel like the regrets will ever wash away. If I nod enough, maybe I’ll start believing it.

Isn’t that what the spiritual girls do now? Manifestation? I’ll manifest that I’m okay. It can’t feel any worse than this does now. 

I hurriedly wipe the tears away as they fall. 

Declan is right. I did all I could on my end. To my own detriment, really. I stayed too long. I gave up so many years fighting for somebody that never really fought for me. I’m not even sure he wanted me to fight for him. 

And now I’ll be alone. Officially. It is both the most terrifying and relieving feeling in the world.

“You always deserved a bigger love than that. An earth-shattering, life-changing love. That was never it.”

I never expected the smooth talking, ridiculously charming, Declan Lowes, who has no interest in settling down with anyone, to be such a romantic.

I tip my wine back into my mouth, greedily gulping it down. How can one be so sobered by grief and regret that it washes away the buzz of tequila? Someone needs to study that. I’d rather have my room spinning and be puking in Declan’s hotel toilet right now than be feeling this. 

We clearly need to sue The Swan Dive for watering down their liquor because, what the fuck is this? 

“He’ll regret waking up every morning without you next to him. Trust me.”

I almost laugh, but my thoughts are spiraling out of control. 

“You know, he never even told me I look pretty.”

Shut up. 

Penelope Anne Sweeten, shut the hell up. 

These are secrets you take to the grave. Horrible, monstrous secrets that make you look like a chump. Avery doesn’t even know these details. She’s made comments of course, knowing Gavin the best out of everyone, but she doesn’t know the depths of how bad it got.

Like how he never even cared to compliment me.

I would constantly fight nobody for his attention, fight the shadows for his affection. I was competing with nobody and still losing. 

Shut up, Penny.

“What?” Declan bites out.

I nod, tearing my eyes from the wine bottle. He’s expressionless as he watches me, his jaw ticking.

“I’d dress up for parties or work events. I’d spend hours on my hair and makeup. I’d buy the perfect dress, desperate for him to look at me like he used to. Each time, he’d come out in a suit, and I’d tell him how handsome he looked. Each time, he’d say thank you and fix his hair, or his tie, or his watch.”

And each time, he chiseled off a piece of my heart. It would destroy me. The disappointment should have stopped hurting after the tenth time, but it never did. I could never tell if he did it on purpose to hurt me or if he just genuinely never felt the urge to compliment me.

How sad is that, either way?

Declan’s eyes are flaring. His jaw is so tense that his neck looks strained. He’s glaring at me, but I know that anger is aimed at someone else. Someone eight hours away.

“You know you’re beautiful, right?” he says in a deep, gravelly voice after a long moment of silence. “You’ve always been beautiful. Fuck, even if you were hideous, that heart of yours is the sexiest thing in the world.”

My cheeks heat. Oh god, I’m not prepared to hear compliments rolling off his tongue. 

I swallow, my eyes burning again. 

That might be the sweetest, most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me and it’s from somebody who doesn’t owe me anything. Not a kind word.

I lower my gaze back to the wine bottle, which seems to piss Declan off. He pushes himself from the countertop and storms around the island. It takes him all but three seconds to wind up beside me. Too close. With one, swift movement, his hand slams on the back of my chair and he spins it around until I’m facing him.

He cups my face in his big palms, making my breath hitch. I’m forced to look up at him, his hazel eyes burning and furious.

And, oh god, a whirlwind happens in my stomach. I stare up at him, vulnerable and broken, and I see nothing but kindness pouring from his cup into mine—desperation even. He wants to put me back together. He’s furious that I was even broken in the first place. 

“You are beautiful, Pen. Not pretty. Beautiful.”

I hold my breath. I don’t know why. My heart feels like it’s going to explode in my chest or fall out of my body all together. I’m so confused. I’m feeling these feelings that I shouldn’t be, and I can’t figure out if it’s because of the pain or because of something else.

What I would have given to hear that from the mouth of someone who did not deserve to be the object of my longing. 

My eyes burn as Declan scans my face carefully, his thumbs brushing across my cheeks. 

I kind of really want to kiss him.

That’s kind of a really bad idea.

“You should have never had to wonder if he thought so. Not for a single fucking day. Got that?”

“Dec,” I whisper, breathlessly. It comes out like a plea. 

Where the fuck did this come from? One night of heavy drinking, emotions running high, and now this little jerk that I had been forced to befriend after years of bickering with him is making sweet declarations, looking at me like he wants to touch me everywhere, including my heart.

Worst of all, my heart.

“What?” he asks, his voice quiet. His throat bobs, and he gently shakes my head between his hands. “Do you want me to step back and let you go to bed?”

He feels this too, the shift. It’s everywhere.

Alarm bells ring in my head. 

Yes. 

That’s exactly what I should be doing. This is a bad idea. He hasn’t explicitly said anything, but I know that look, and I’ve felt this feeling in my stomach before. I want him, and that is terrifying.

We can’t.

His eyes show me nothing, just a softness that I can’t explain. I want to stare at them, just like this, all night. I want to pick out every fleck of darkness surrounded by gold. Count them. Memorize them. But I also want to see them on fire with desire. I want to know what they look like when he’s pleasing a woman. When he’s pleasing me.

But I am broken. I’m not whole right now. And broken people shouldn’t use somebody else to repair what they didn’t shatter. He doesn’t deserve to get cut on one of my many splintered pieces because it might spare me some pain. It isn’t worth the risk.

I swallow, our gazes burning into each other. 

We both know the right answer here.

“I should.”

Declan nods slowly, and he takes a step back, immediately giving me the space I asked for. He drops his hands and I hate how I instantly miss his warmth. 

He runs a hand over his bottom jaw, letting out a long, frustrated breath. Or maybe it’s relief. I’m not quite sure what I feel right now, either. It’s one of those two things. I think I ruptured something in his brain because he can’t stop nodding up and down, even as he turns away from me.

Maybe he’s trying this whole manifesting thing too. He’s manifesting that he’s okay with stepping away.

Add that to my list, too.

I slide from the stool, and he points to the door on the other side of the living room without even looking at me. 

“Goodnight, Dec. Thank you for tonight,” I whisper, slinking past him. 

“You know I’ve got you,” he says with a nod, but he still can’t look at me. “Night, Lucky.”

My arm brushes his and I ignore the way it sends a warm, electric current through my body. Downward. To a spot that shouldn’t be ignited by his skin.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
penny


I rush into the bedroom without looking back, my heart hammering in my chest. I can’t look back because if he’s looking at me, if his eyes show me what I know they will, I’ll turn right back around and do something we both cannot come back from. 

I shut the door quickly, like it will protect me from the fog of desire creeping in between us. I press my forehead against it, my hand still gripping the knob, and I inhale a deep, shaking breath.

What the fuck?

What the fuck?

It’s Declan. Declan! So, why is my heart racing so fast? Why can’t I catch my breath? Why was I desperate to know what his lips felt like? Why did his compliments stir up that familiar want that had been neglected for years in my body?

Why did I want to bury my face into his chest and sob because of the way he looked at me?

The last time I saw him I wanted to slap him. 

“Shit,” I whisper.

Maybe if I slam my head against the door hard enough, my brain will fix whatever short-circuited inside of it tonight.

I hear him mulling about on the other side of the door. The cupboards are being opened and closed; bottles are clinking together as they’re tossed in the trash. I hear him dragging his feet around the suite as he cleans the mess we made.

Then, the lights flicker off under the crack of the door, and I’m in complete darkness.

Silence slips through the night.

I still haven’t moved. 

I haven’t moved because I don’t want to take a step closer to that bed. Not alone.

But… it's Declan.

I painted him as the villain months ago, and now I’m not thinking straight because he is acting like the damn hero in my story. I want him to be the hero, I want him to act this way instead of how he has been. But we’re friends. I want to stay his friend. Tonight proved that I can’t lose him.

It’s Declan.

Declan, who took care of me all night. Declan, who spun me around an empty dance floor and screamed Aerosmith at the top of his lungs. Declan, who told me I was beautiful, and who made me feel seen for the first time in almost a decade, all after I removed him from my life for trying to protect me.

Before I can think, I’m twisting the doorknob and leaving the room. My heart is pounding so loud that I can hear it in my ears. I’m going to lose my nerve halfway across the room. I know it. 

That’ll be for the best. I shouldn’t be doing this anyway.

But still, I tip-toe across the tiled floor.

I make it to the kitchen and slow, peering through the darkness. This suite feels like an obstacle course. Like there are one thousand barriers keeping me from making this mistake. I reach forward, skimming my hand against the edge of the counter. 

Well, that was close. 

Two big hands stop me short on my shoulders.

I suck in a breath.

Declan’s fingertips slowly trail up my body, gliding across my collarbone to my neck. His touch is soft, maybe a little weary, but there is the lingering feeling of submission. As his hold stops under my jaw, and when he tilts my head upward in the dark, I know that I’m right. That’s as far as his touch will go until I decide to let down the last of the walls that I’ve kept up around me.

My eyes are still adjusting, so I can’t see the details of his face, but I can feel him everywhere.

I reach up to touch his forearms. 

“I thought you went to bed,” I whisper.

“I thought you went to bed,” he says, his voice deep and quiet.

“I…” I start, trying to formulate an excuse, but he’s touching me, and I can’t think.

“I tried to go to bed, but I just wound up pacing around the room. I was about to stand outside of your door like an idiot.”

A huff of a laugh leaves me, and I know he can feel me trembling under his touch. There’s nothing funny about this. This is terrifying.

“What do you want, Pen?” he whispers, and I feel his breath on my cheek. My eyes flutter shut. “You’re in control. I don’t want to overstep. I need to know what you want.”

“Declan,” I whisper, my grip tightening on his wrists. “This is a bad idea. We’re drunk and I just had my heart broken. There is no worse reason for us to be here right now.”

“We’re drunk, and you’re beautiful, and you haven’t been shown how beautiful you are in a very long time,” he corrects, pressing his lips to my temple. “I want to make you feel good. If you want that.”

My body is acting without listening to my mind. I arch my back, leaning into him as his hands travel down my body, drifting lower and lower until his fingers glide against the swell of my backside. He lingers there for a second but then seems to change his mind. Instead, he wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me closer. 

My breath hitches. 

I sigh at the feeling of our bodies pressed completely together. I haven’t even kissed him and I’m putty for him. My god, thousands of women would kill to be in my position right now. I’m considering not going through with this?

“Nothing will change,” he whispers, and this time, he’s close enough for me to feel his breath on my lips. His nose brushes mine. “But I intend to wipe every inch of him from your memory, if you’ll let me.”

A beat of silence pulses between us. 

It’s Declan.

I reach up, wrapping my hands around the nape of his neck, burying my fingers in that thick, dark hair. It’s softer than I imagined it to be, smoother. Silkier. Dreamier. He swears under his breath as my nails gently brush his scalp, and the sound is so sweet that I nearly beg for him right then.

I feel his eyes on me, even in the darkness. Waiting, hoping, burning.

My god. I’m burning, too.

Doing this might be wrong, but I clearly have a history of doing the wrong thing for myself. Getting into a relationship with the wrong man. Moving away from home. Sacrificing my happiness for him. Making excuses for someone who tore out my heart and stomped on it.

I clearly don’t know how to make the right decisions for myself. Why start now?

I peer up at him through my lashes. The air between us is thick, hanging onto the weight of this moment. Will we, or won’t we? Either way, everything will change from this point forward, no matter what Declan says to convince himself otherwise. 

We’ve stepped over the line, stomped on it, smothered it, and erased it completely. The line is gone. Everything is blurred and uncertain. We’re standing in uncharted territory.

He wants to make me feel good. 

He wants to wipe Gavin from my head and my heart, at least for one night. 

Maybe I need him wiped. Maybe, I need to feel wanted by someone. I need to jump into the deep end, not hyperfixate on the shallow water that I’ve been living in for years.

My fingers glide through his hair again. Declan’s grip tightens on my waist in a silent request. 

I can barely find my voice when I finally whisper just inches from his mouth. 

He wants to erase my ex-boyfriend from my skin and my mind?

“Prove it.”

In a second, his hand is buried in the back of my hair. He’s hauling me up to his mouth, his lips crashing to mine with expert direction despite being engulfed by shadows. It’s like no matter how the world turns, I have inexplicably become his axis. He knows exactly where I am, even in the darkness.

Oh. 

Oh.

His lips are soft. Everything about Declan is always sturdy, strong, and impenetrable—but not this. This is fleeting, desperate, and yearning. All things that Declan has never been, never allowed himself to be.

I can’t think of anything but his mouth. That’s what consumes my mind in those first moments of the kiss. The feeling of the press of his lips against mine. The slow, smooth way he kisses me with it. 

I am a goner.

I can’t think or breathe or regret a single touch. It could end here, right now, and I’d be on cloud nine. 

He’s a good kisser. Of course he’s a good kisser. Is there anything he’s bad at? 

No, is the answer.

There never has been.

His tongue brushes against my lips, a request for permission. I’m already lost in him, so I let him in. I want it. I want more, if it is humanly possible for him to give that to me. This feels like a tidal wave that’s coming quickly, ready to pull me under, unforgiving and unrelenting.

I welcome it.

The groan he spills into my mouth makes me press myself against him. I never want to stop kissing him, never want a moment where I have to miss his mouth. One hand is splayed on my back, and the other is buried in my hair as if it would pain him to let me go.

I need more. There’s too much distance, even with every inch of us touching. It’s not enough.

I wind my arms tighter around his neck in a lethal grip and Declan laughs against my mouth. He pulls away, just enough to start guiding us backward toward his room, smiling that arrogant smile against my lips. The lips that he’s permanently left his mark on. 

Then, he’s kissing me again, consuming me, lighting me on fire until I’m fully ablaze. We knock a stool over, but neither of us stops to fix it. We crash into a wall, sending a photo to the floor, but it doesn’t matter because Declan’s fumbling with the doorknob and now we’re in his room.

He pries his lips from mine, slowly resting his forehead against my own.

There’s dim light illuminating us from one of his bedside lamps. His eyes are burning into mine, illuminating me.  

We catch our breath for a second, focused on nothing but each other. There’s a warning in this silence. A fighting chance for either of us to put a stop to this. We can choose to put an end to it now, before this goes too far.

If I’m burning myself, I might as well burn myself all the way to the ground.

I wrap my hands in the fabric of his shirt and force him back to my mouth. That was far too many seconds without his lips on mine.

The sweet, breathy laugh that leaves him again makes my stomach swoop. Declan gives me the luxury of one slow kiss, somehow more sensual than the rest, our mouths memorizing each curve and dip of the others.

When he pulls away, I slowly open my eyes.

“There she is,” he says, his fingers slipping under the hem of my blouse. “There’s my Lucky.”

My Lucky? I hate that I like the sound of that coming from that mouth. The possessiveness. The claim that it suggests he has over me. I hate the way it makes my stomach dip like a trap door has just opened under my feet and I’m free-falling.

He slowly gathers the material of my blouse and pulls it over my head. I help him as much as I can, lifting my arms and tugging my head through. A few buttons snap and fling against the wall, but I cannot possibly find the will to care. 

I’m suddenly exposed. The air is cold on my torso, but not once do I move to cover myself.

Declan sucks in a breath at the sight of my black lace bra. He reaches up quickly to slide his fingers along the fabric. He looks transfixed. In awe. His eyes darken, throat bobbing with a heavy swallow.

I can’t help but cock a brow. 

A big, bad professional hockey star who has had more women in his bed than people I’ve met, and a pair of boobs still renders him speechless?

He shakes his head in disbelief. His fingers slowly drift down my torso. A line of goosebumps follows in the wake of that featherlight touch until he reaches the band of my pants.

His eyes snap to mine. I give him a nod of permission.

He gently pulls my bottoms over my hips, bending downward to tug them to my feet, pausing at the sight of my matching black underwear. He shakes his head with a laugh and rests his forehead against my lower stomach.

“You’re killing me, P.”

I run my hands through his hair because I’m growing to love the feeling of my fingers there. 

“I promise, it’s purely coincidental.” 

He laughs again, pausing between my thighs.

I hold my breath, my fingers resting against his scalp.

Declan leans forward until I can feel the heat of his breath through the thin fabric between us. He places a kiss just above the band of my underwear, a lingering one that makes my brain trail off and think of all the things that might follow such a simple movement. 

I suck in a shaky breath.

His attention travels downward. It’s the exact spot that I want him in, without the underwear between us.

He pauses for a moment, and I hold my breath, dragging my fingers against his head.

Please.

He leans in slowly and parts me through the fabric with an expert swipe of his tongue. It’s impossible not to melt at the feeling. My brain goes to mush within seconds, my vision getting all blurry at the sides. I arch into him, gripping his hair by the root with a gentle tug.

Oh fuck.

Okay, I might not survive this.

He grins against me, happy that he garnered such a quick reaction. He swirls his tongue in a grueling, slow motion that feels way too good to be his first move. Happy to continue, he applies more pressure, his movements agonizing and teasing but so, so good. 

I waver on my feet, sucking in another sharp breath. His beard scratches the inside of my thighs, which I try to focus on, so I don’t lose it completely so quickly. I can feel his eyes on me, watching and studying, but I can’t look down. 

I know if I do, I’m done for. 

This is all while there is a barrier between us. One thin piece of fabric is all that is keeping his mouth from my body. I’m almost a puddle, and he hasn’t even really touched me yet.

“Mm,” he mutters when he pulls away, pressing another chaste kiss just above my panties. “Sweet. That’s fitting.”

I glance down at him, eyes a bit wild and breathing a bit heavy. What the hell is he talking about? My brain isn’t working properly at the moment, so he could be speaking an entirely different language.

“The last name,” he murmurs, wrapping his arms around the back of my thighs and resting his chin against my lower stomach. He flashes a grin up at me, pleased with that witty remark.

I tug on his hair impatiently, forcing him back to his feet. There is a clear imbalance here right now, and he’s going to milk this until I’m begging if I don’t change it.

Declan stands, that smile turning wicked and utterly arrogant. He knows he’s good at this. Knows he’s got me by the panties right now. He steps closer, hands sliding around my hips to the top of my ass. God, there’s something about this man’s hands sliding against my body that makes me lose all sense of composure.

“You don’t have to waste your breath using your lines on me,” I grumble, ignoring those dimples that poke out of his cheeks as his smile widens. My eyes flicker downward. “You’re far too clothed right now.”

He cocks a dark brow. His hands slide up my back, gathering me close. “Is that right?”

My hands trail up his very muscular, very clothed chest. I glare up at him. “That’s right.”

With a smug look, Declan reaches behind his back. He doesn’t break eye contact when he yanks his shirt over his head in the way that men do which is far too hot for absolutely no reason. 

I can’t help it, my gaze lowers. It tracks every inch of that shirt as it exposes every inch of his body. 

A groan of disbelief bursts through me, and I roll my eyes before I can help it.

“What?” he asks, tossing his shirt to the chair near the window.

He’s perfectly sculpted, because of course he is. The swell of his bicep has me starving for a taste of it, like I suddenly need to know what it would feel like to sink my teeth into the muscle. That’s not normal, right? His arm is turning me on? Is this break-up brain?

His chest is firm, carved out by dedicated time both in the gym and on the ice. It’s criminal that someone who looks like this wears clothes in public. It’s a disservice to the rest of us. I’ve already counted eight abs, which is ridiculous.

It’s the hair trailing on his stomach that somehow makes me desperate to touch him. The dark trail of it between his pecs, too. I find myself reaching for him, gripping the waistband of his pants to trail my thumb up the skin just above his button.

Declan hisses above me. 

I peer up at him, giving him a cold look, even though I’m fueled with nothing but heat. “I cannot believe you look like this.”

He cocks a brow.

“I can’t believe you look like that,” he counters, gesturing to my boobs. 

I slide my fingers along the button of his pants, unbuttoning it. He stops breathing altogether as I make quick work of his zipper, sliding it down until I can get these off him. I pull his pants down his muscular thighs, feeling every ridge of his legs as I do. 

My god, his legs are even hotter than the rest of him. Quads perfectly sculpted, calves showing muscles that I wasn’t even aware existed. The sleeve of black and gray tattoos on his left leg gets some extra attention. As my hands tug his pants downward, I don’t miss how nice his ass is either. Then again, he’s always had a butt. A nice one. It used to bother me when he complained about it as if every girl wouldn’t die to have one like that—but now, I’m grateful. 

There. How festive. I’m thankful for Declan’s muscular, round ass on this tragic Friendsgiving.

I straighten, peering up at him despite wanting to explore what else he has to offer. There are only a couple of thin pieces of material between us now. We’re on an even playing field again. I step toward him, pressing my palm to the front of his black briefs. He’s hard under my touch, and he’s big.

Because of course he is.

I run my thumb up and down his length. Meeting his eyes just as they glaze over. He’s devouring me with his gaze, undressing me with his eyes. Even though I’m almost naked already, I know it’s the other layers he’s pulling back. The scary ones. The ones that lead to my heart.

Nobody has ever looked at me the way that he is now.

“Last chance to back out,” I tell him, and I mean it. 

Once we go too far, our relationship will never be the same. He can act like nothing will change all he wants, but I’m not stupid. I’m not a twenty-year-old girl with a naïve heart anymore. Sex changes things.

“You’d have to kill me,” he grumbles, leaning down and smashing his mouth to mine. 

I’m taken by surprise, so my hand leaves his underwear. Declan grips my waist, his fingers digging into my skin. In one, swift move, he pushes us forward and has me on my back on the bed. 

I scramble backward to get to the pillows, burying my fingers in his hair when he crawls on top of me. I force his mouth back to mine the second he’s within reach. 

Declan is no longer patient, and he is no longer gentle. His tongue slides into my mouth, not bothering to waste a moment on polite courtesies and tentative touches. We both know I want this. 

And just like that, he consumes me. He lights me on fire from the inside out and I’m burning and wanting and falling into whatever this is.

As much as I hate to admit it, he’s totally in control here. I can think of nothing but his mouth until his hands are trailing down my neck, over my breasts, exploring me like I’m a piece of art that he’s been desperate to collect. He pulls my bra down, his hands exploring my exposed skin.

I let out a breathy moan at the feeling and he smiles against my mouth. 

Reactions, he likes reactions. 

Great, I’ll give him more. 

“Beautiful,” he whispers against my lips. He slides down my body, taking my breast into his mouth. 

Okay, good with his mouth in other ways, too. Add that to his list of many talents.

I shut my eyes, desperate for more. Of what? I’m not sure. Anything Declan has to offer will do.

His hazel eyes flicker up to mine as he removes his mouth from my body. I stare down at him, fingers gliding down to the nape of his neck. My touch has gone soft as we watch each other. His gets more firm, more desperate to keep me here, in the moment. 

I’m melting. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.

“You’re going to come on my tongue before I allow myself the reward of being buried inside of you. Sound good?”

Well, okay then.

I nod hurriedly. 

Good? Sounds fanfuckingtastic.

I watch through heavy lids as he trails kisses down my stomach, all leading him to the spot I want him most. His lips are sinful, soft and gentle, even when his tongue glides against my skin in the most wicked of ways. 

The second he reaches the top of my underwear, he stops, and for a moment—I fear he’s changing his mind. If we stop now, I’m going to need to take care of this myself, and that sounds like the worst punishment on the planet.

Instead, his fingers hook under the side of the lacy material. His throat bobs, eyes locked onto my body. With a slow, almost tortured sweep of his hand, he pulls the fabric to one side. 

Exposed now, I hold my breath. I can’t look away from his face. 

Declan’s tongue sweeps against his bottom lip. He slowly spreads me with his fingers, and my head falls to the pillows, my lungs collapsing.

He groans. Declan Lowes groans at what he sees.

“Fuck,” he whispers, and I find the courage to meet his eyes again. His gaze is molten, daring to look up at me for a fraction of a second before he focuses his attention on my body again. “If this is my last meal, I want you to know—I died a happy man.”

A laugh breaks through my chest, but it’s at that moment that Declan lowers his head and brings his mouth exactly where I need it with an expert stroke of his tongue. My laugh turns into a whine—a sound so pathetic I want to smother myself, but oh my god. 

He finds the sweet spot within seconds, not needing any direction. His arms hook under my thighs, yanking me even closer to his face. I gasp as my whole body trembles. His fingers stroke the skin of my hips to calm me, his tongue moving in slow, precise strokes at an unholy pressure. 

I don’t know how he got it right the first time. Men usually have to be trained. Declan is hitting all the right motions as if he’s been in my head for ten years.

“Oh my god,” I moan, arching my back off the bed. He lets out a low noise of satisfaction.

My hand goes to his hair, sliding against his scalp. 

He seems to like that. He swirls his tongue around me slowly, fingers digging into my hips every time my hands tug at his dark strands. He keeps the right pace, and doesn’t go too fast now that he knows I’m enjoying it. He makes no move to rush this and change what is clearly working.

I’m going to die with his face between my legs.

I move against his face—desperate for release. He sucks again, pinning me down to the mattress with one hand on my stomach so he can work. 

“Holy shit,” I whine, rocking against his mouth.

He presses his tongue flat and does this wonderous thing that keeps the pressure while also increasing his movements. Another sharp gasp leaves me, and his grip tightens on my legs. 

I open my eyes, my brow furrowed and mouth agape.

When I see his eyes burning into my face, when I see the lust in his gaze, mesmerized by my pleasure, I lose it. My hand tightens in his hair, pulling, and I explode. I fall against the pillows, release crashing through me, hips rocking against that gorgeous mouth of his. 

He doesn’t stop, not even when my moans turn panicked and I’m sure I can’t take anymore. I grip his hair and tug, angling my body away from him, but he holds me in place. 

“One more,” he growls. “Give me one more.”

“I want you,” I whimper, my grip loosening in his hair.

His tongue swipes through me, and I arch into him despite myself. I’m over sensitive but I can feel another orgasm on the brink and I’m chasing it.

“You’ll have me,” he mumbles, holding me down. “You give me this first, alright? One more, and I’ll fuck you.”

Yeah, that sounds good.

My eyes flutter shut again, and he resumes his work. In seconds, I’m crying out and gripping the sheets, riding out my release against his face for the second time tonight. This time, I am breathless and exhausted, clinging to whatever I can to survive the second wave as it overtakes me. 

This time, he relents when I calm. He kisses my inner thighs softly, retreating to his knees. 

I catch my breath against the pillows, my chest rising and falling heavily. I stare at the ceiling. A twisted form of clarity hits me then, a realization of where I am and where I’ve been. How the hell did I get here? How was I in bed with my long-term boyfriend just a day ago, and now I’m in bed with one of my very best friends? 

I’m not complaining. Not when he just did that. Twice!

I feel all sorts of lost right now and coming down from this high is a bit too overwhelming.

Fingers curl around my chin, pulling my face back to him. To the moment. Declan studies my face carefully, dark hair falling in front of his. “You okay?”

I nod, offering a soft smile as I lean into his touch. God, it has never felt like this. 

“I really need you, Dec.”

His lips tug upward. He opens his palm and slides it against my cheek. “Greedy girl.”

I won’t beg him, but I kind of feel like considering it. I need this man to be buried inside of me more than I’ve ever needed any form of physical interaction in my life. I need to feel him everywhere. I need to know what he sounds like when he finishes. His mouth wasn’t enough. 

Since we’re already crossing all the lines and sinning, we might as well go all of the way to hell.

Declan leans down, gently brushing his lips against mine. His movements change, softer now. He smiles each time I kiss him first, just a small push of my mouth because he keeps his face so close. My heart feels so heavy, and I reckon this is what it feels like when you realize things could be more than friendship.

By his movements, I can tell that he is stroking himself between our bodies. That’s enough to bring on a fresh wave of desire.

“I need to grab a condom from my bag,” he says against my mouth.

I nearly whimper. That’s a sensical answer—he should do that. Even if I don’t want him to remove his weight from my body. He feels good there, like he belongs there. Like he should stay. 

I nod quickly, pressing my mouth to his again. This one lingers, and he reaches up to cup my jaw just in time for me to pull away.  

“Two seconds,” he promises. 

He slides off the bed, and I immediately yearn for his presence against my body again. It’s not even a want. It’s a carnal need. I don’t want to let him go too far, not even five steps to his bag. That’s not good. Not when morning will eventually rear its ugly head.

The tearing of the condom packet brings me back to reality, forcing me away from thoughts of our imminent future. Within seconds, Declan is climbing back on the bed. 

He settles between my legs, tugging at his cock gently. I can’t help but watch, taking my bottom lip between my teeth. He’s fucking hot. You’d have to be delirious to disagree. All toned muscles, tattoos, and dark, thick hair. A woman’s wet dream.

His ab muscles constrict, his bicep bulging as he strokes himself. His eyes meet mine, and I have decided if I die like this, I will also be okay with this being my last moment. It’s the sexiest thing I have ever seen.

I always knew that he was good looking. I have eyes. But in the bedroom—he is the most exquisite and tempting masterpiece that I have ever seen. It feels like if I touch him, alarms will go off. Like I shouldn’t be allowed to run my hands down his chest and legs.

But I am. And I will.

His strokes slow, his face morphing into something like consideration—maybe hesitancy. He drops one hand to my hip, thumb brushing my skin.

“We don’t have to⁠—”

“Shut up,” I hiss, scrambling upward to pull him back to my lips. 

He breaks into laughter as I deepen the kiss and just like that, the humour evaporates into lust. My heart slams against my chest, against his too, the press of him so foreign but so welcomed. I’m already memorizing him. I’m learning the map of his body with each brush of my fingers and sweep of his mouth. 

Something about this feels like it was inevitable.

It’s hard not to feel guilty. Nobody else has touched me in almost a decade. In a weird, twisted way, it feels as though I share every inch of my body and being with Gavin. It feels like the parts of me that Declan is touching belong to Gavin and that I’m betraying him by allowing foreign fingers to skim my skin. 

My heart tears a bit in my chest, bringing on a quick, snap of pain. I keep my eyes closed as Declan kisses me like he’s already had me memorized for years. I bury my fingers in his hair, holding him to me so that he can’t pull away and see me unraveling.

He’d stop. I know he would. I don’t want him to. 

There is a piece of me that needs to replace the memory of Gavin’s touch, the weight of him, the recollection of his mouth against my own. I need to unwind his existence from mine and learn to live with only the strands of me left behind. 

I need to be able to close my eyes, to think of intimacy, and not automatically think of Gavin.

Declan’s mouth leaves mine and I whimper at the loss of contact. I keep my eyes shut, even as he places lingering kisses down my jaw and throat. He takes his time. He cherishes my body and focuses on every detail of this moment as if it’s fleeting and will soon be out of his grasp.

We both know that it will.

When Gavin⁠—

No. 

Stop thinking about him.

“Spread your legs for me,” Declan grumbles, pulling himself upward. He rests both of his hands on the sides of my hips and gently nudges me open with his knees. 

Again, I find myself bare, open, and exposed to someone who isn’t Gavin. Physically, yes, but I also bared my soul to Declan tonight in a way that I haven’t done with anyone in the past. Ever. 

I feel like I’m cheating, but I’m not. I keep reminding myself of that in my head. I don’t want to go back to Gavin, even if he came back and told me everything that I want to hear. I’m free. I can do whatever I want with my body and my heart, and this feels too good to stop.

Declan’s eyes slide downward as he pumps himself in his hand.  

“Fucking beautiful, Pen.”

He lifts his eyes to my face, and I hope he can’t see any of the emotion burning behind mine. His words hit me in the heart. They heal a tiny patch of something that was destroyed many years ago.

I want this.

It helps that this will also carve a clear line in the sand, putting Gavin behind me. It makes it easier to never go back. 

I want to let a man worship me and desire me simply because he wants to, not because he has to. 

And my god, I need that man to be Declan.

Declan leans forward on his knees, pressing himself to my entrance. I suck in a breath of anticipation, arching my back off the mattress at the immediate stretch of him. We keep our gazes locked, nothing further needing to be said. We’re giving each other this moment. We’re surrendering. 

Declan pushes in, slow and deep, and in one fluid motion, he’s buried inside of me. 

The low moans that leave both our throats have my skin erupting in goosebumps. I suck in a breath, my eyes fluttering shut, adjusting to the size of him. His body is pressed tight against mine, unmoving as we both try to keep our composure, and nothing has ever felt like this.

My head rolls to the side of the pillow, my body already desperate for movement.

“None of that,” he mumbles, gripping my chin with his hand. He turns my head back to face him. “Look at me.”

I nod against his hold, angling my head to press my lips to his fingers. I meet his eyes, my eyelids heavy and my heart fighting against the whiplash. Declan’s face softens at whatever he sees on my own, and he lowers himself to press his lips to mine. At the same time, he pushes in deeper. His lips slip from mine as he lets out a low groan.

Nothing has ever felt like this.

His movements are careful, deep, and so fucking hot to watch that I can’t think. He bottoms out again, his hips pressing completely into mine. I gasp against his mouth, clinging to his arms as he pulls back again. 

Declan presses his forehead against mine, mouth hanging open, eyes burning into my own. He watches me, watches what he does to me. He studies every reaction, every breath, every grip of my fingers in his forearms and he adapts. 

He pushes inside of me again, changing the angle of his hips just slightly.

I moan, my nails digging into his skin. My head falls back as he does it again. Slow and deep and exactly where I need him.

“There?” he asks, his voice gravelly.

“Yeah,” I practically whine. “Right there.”

“Mm,” he mumbles, his hand finding the side of my face again as he keeps his pace steady. He turns my head, refusing to let me drift elsewhere. “Right here. Stay right here. With me.”

I know what he means. I know how well he knows me and my mind. My heart aches at everything that came before this, but I nod against his hand. 

I’m here. 

With him.

“You feel so good,” I whimper, pressing my mouth to the heel of his hand. The noises coming out of me are unforgivable. I gently bite his skin to keep from crying out.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “Me? Penny, you feel like nothing I’ve ever fucking felt before.”

And I’m not going to last. I can feel my orgasm racing toward me, even though we’re fucking at a tormentingly slow pace. 

“Oh my god,” I moan, rocking my hips up against his, desperate for him to be even deeper.

“That’s it,” he says quietly, hand dropping beside my head. He doesn’t have to guide me to stay in the moment anymore. I am focused on his face and how he looks while he pushes inside of me, and I’m lost to the world. 

“Dec,” I whimper. I’m not going to last much longer.

Gavin is no longer even a thought.

“I know, baby. I’m close, too,” he grunts out. 

I nod at him frantically. 

His eyes are locked on my face. His expression is full of heat and torment, and I can’t think too much into it because I am not ready to know what that means. 

“God, that face. I could come just by watching you.”

My mouth hangs open, my brow furrowed. I’m not even able to focus on what he’s saying, but I know it’s bringing me closer and closer to the edge. My head is spinning, my body chasing his, my orgasm inching closer and closer with each snap of his hips.

“Dec.”

He nods, and I can tell he’s almost there. 

“Kiss me? Please.”

He doesn’t hesitate. Declan leans downward, slowly pressing his mouth to mine. It’s torturous, and emotional, and I can’t describe just how much it messes with my head as he spills into the condom, groaning into my mouth—my back arching off the bed as I tighten around him and follow right behind.

I’m fucked.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
penny


I stare at the phone, stare at his name floating on the screen as the Uber turns onto Avery’s Street. 

Regret washes over me, but I’m not sure what I regret. The sex? I should, but I’m not there yet. Ignoring him? Maybe a bit. Crossing lines that shouldn’t have been crossed? Totally. The guilt of doing something I’m allowed to do? That’s the worst of it. But the sting of betrayal hurts, too.

He should have told me.

I can understand why he didn’t. I was in no place to receive that news last night. He was trying to protect me. It’s why he took me away from the party and kept me from it for the rest of the night. He did what was best, not what was right.

One, it would have killed me to walk into a surprise engagement party after my heart and future were just violently ripped from me, and two, it would have killed Avery to have to worry about me on the happiest day of her life.

I let out a breath when Declan’s name vanishes, being replaced by a missed call badge. 

He’s texted four times, but I can’t bring myself to look at them. I’m irrationally angry, and I don’t know at what, or at who. I feel sick to my stomach, and I can’t quite pinpoint why. It’s like I get knocked down and find the will to stand back up and then get wiped off my feet again.

For some reason, the thought of seeing him right now, or even talking to him, makes me want to cry. 

What is wrong with me?

He leaves in a couple of days. That should ease my panic, but it doesn’t. It doesn’t feel right if he stays after what happened last night, and it doesn’t feel right if he goes, either. My brain is still frazzled from the way my life imploded, and my heart is now officially obliterated. 

I brush tears from my face, thinking about every single thing that happened yesterday, with and without Declan. I can’t handle what happened between us on top of everything else. Not right now. Not when I’m barely standing.

What did I do?

Call me a coward. I don’t care. 

Last night should have never happened and it can never happen again. I shouldn’t have crawled into someone else’s bed so soon. I’m so stupid. Doing that never fixes anything, it just creates more damage.

It’s not Declan’s fault. It’s my mistake, and I own that. But I can’t make that mistake again. I’m not a woman who is whole right now, and that’s not fair to anyone. Not to him, and not to myself.

It hurt more than words can convey to see Avery’s ring on social media this morning.

She tried so hard to tell me first. All of those missed calls that went unanswered were her attempts to tell her best friend the biggest news in her world. She can’t keep her own secrets, so seeing her post with her cheesy caption this morning, that giant oval-cut ring glimmering in the light—I know it must have killed her to wait over twelve hours to share the news while she tried to get a hold of me.

Best friend card revoked. I suck.

But that wasn’t the only reason I’d left that warm, comfortable hotel bed. I had woken up wrapped up in Declan. He hadn’t let me go all night. He was all I could feel, all I could smell and taste. He was everywhere, and I wanted to latch onto it and burrow myself in the covers with him until he had to leave because it felt comfortable, and it felt safe.

He was fast asleep, head facing the window, even with his hand still on my skin. I was so grateful that I couldn’t see how peaceful he looked. It made it easier to leave. The longer I laid awake, the worse the feeling in my chest grew. Heavy and foreboding. Before I even opened my phone, I was a flight risk. Thoughts, bad ones, started trickling in like a poisonous gas.  

He was going to be able to move past this like nothing happened, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to do that. Not after last night. I gave him something in that hotel room that I hadn’t meant to. He was going to get up, flash me a smile and make a joke or two and I was going to dwell on it—on him. Because I’m all sorts of fucked up right now.

That was one of the greatest nights of my life. How fucked up is that? It was the worst night of my life until Declan showed up and fixed it. If he rolled over and there was distance between us, or worse—if he was ready to go on being friends and act like it was nothing, I think I would lose the last string of sanity I had left.

He’d do it. He did it with Tiffany. 

Plus, as much as I tell myself I did nothing wrong, a part of me feels like I betrayed Gavin. Even though he’s hurt me beyond comparison, it doesn’t make me feel any better by hurting him back just as quickly. My side of the bed isn’t even cold yet.

I had to leave. I couldn’t have another conversation with a man that doesn’t want me in the same twenty-four hours as the last.

One day ago, Declan had been erased from my life. I had scolded him for crossing my boundaries. Then I sleep with him? What is wrong with me? Something terrible, I bet. I should see a doctor.

I might have cut him out because I was angry, but this is a different level of messed up. I slept with one of my best friends. That has the potential to destroy our relationship entirely, more than cropping him out of photographs and unfollowing him on social media could ever do. This can cause the permanent type of damage, the type that you can’t come back from even if you want to.

Declan gets on my nerves, sure. He is stubborn and aggressive and horribly invasive, but Declan is a piece of home. He feels like home. He’s charming, kind, and ridiculously loyal. He’s so many things wrapped up in a smug, entirely too good looking, frame. I learned quickly last night that even if I tried my hardest, he would always be there. He is in my orbit, always hovering, always close enough to reach if needed.

That is a very, very good reason not to sleep with someone. That is the type of relationship that you shouldn’t ruin because you’re sad and horny and want to feel anything besides the pain coursing through your chest.

Gavin broke me. 

If I lost Declan, it would destroy me. 

If he pulled away from me, if he acted differently the moment he opened his eyes, I wouldn’t have been able to handle it. I am not sure how I would have needed him to react. I don’t think there is a right answer.

That’s why I left. 

This rollercoaster ride that we are both stuck on is starting to make me sick, and it seems like we finally reached the top of the track and are about to plummet. After such a high, an awful, sickening low is on the horizon.

I just couldn’t bring myself to stay and face it.

There was no conversation that could have been had this morning that would have been the right conversation. There was no way to bridge the gap between our fight that lasted over a year, to waking up tangled in each other after one evening of pain and heavy drinking. 

There was no possible way that we woke up and neither of us got our feelings hurt.

Then I opened my phone and the last piece of my heart that was still intact was put into the shredder.

Which leads me here. Showered, clean of Declan’s fingers, mouth, and smell, waltzing up Avery’s front steps with a new bottle of wine in my hands. 

My Uber driver pulls away from the curb and I suck in a shaky breath.

I knock three times and I wait, holding that breath the whole time. I tell myself repeatedly that I need to force the biggest smile I can muster, even though I feel like I’m dying inside.

This isn’t about me.

This isn’t about the fact that she and Seth have been together four years, and she has a big ol’ ring on her finger, while I spent nearly a decade wondering if my boyfriend loved me enough to ever put one on mine.

It isn’t Avery’s fault that I’m insecure, sad, and so horribly broken I don’t think I’ll ever feel like a whole person again. It’s not her fault that she’s happy and I only pretended to be. That’s on me.

The door swings open.

Two things happen at once.

Avery drops the mug of coffee she’s holding, and it shatters on the floor by her feet, and she screams so loud that the birds in the neighbouring trees take flight. 

Then, she’s catapulting herself across the entryway, jumping directly into my arms. She flings her legs around my waist, trusting me to catch her.

And I do. 

Because I always will. 

I hug her just as tightly as she’s squeezing me. Tighter, probably, because I feel like I’m about to lose it and having her arms around me is a safe haven. 

She’s sobbing, I can hear it in my ear. I screw my eyes shut, willing myself to keep it together. Holding the wine bottle against her back, I immerse myself in the smell of her and remind myself that I am loved. 

It’s proven through her. 

I breathe in again. Deeper. Warm vanilla, always. Warmth and sweetness and love. 

I try my best not to drop her as I guide us toward the door. Seth walks through the hall toward us now, a dish towel hung over his shoulder. He meets my eyes, a look of knowing brewing there, and dips his chin once. 

I swallow, uneasiness trickling over me. He says nothing. He just reaches forward to take the wine from my hand so that I can properly hug my best friend. 

When I finally lower her to the floor, I pull back to look at her. Tears stain her cheeks, and her brown eyes are big and wide and staring at me in disbelief. She looks at me like I’m the greatest friend in the world and I didn’t answer a single one of her calls last night.

Emotion claws at my throat. I clear it before it manages to escape.

“So? Let’s see it.”

Avery lets out another squeal, running on the spot as she thrusts her hand toward me. I take her fingers in mine, examining the rock that I’ve already seen plastered on social media. It’s beautiful. It’s Avery. Bright, bold, and makes a statement.

Despite my sadness, my heart swells for her. 

“That boy did good,” I say with a nod of approval.

She sputters a cough, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “Didn’t he? He peeked through my Pinterest board. He said this one felt like me.”

And it does. 

Seth loves her, and Seth knows her. He went through her damn Pinterest board, a thing that men typically don’t even know about, and found a ring that reminded him of his girlfriend to make sure he would get her something she liked.

I reach down to cup Avery’s wet cheeks in my hands. The tears in my eyes have nothing to do with my own issues, and everything to do with finally seeing her get everything she’s ever wanted. I’ve never known a heart so deserving.

“I am so happy for you, Ave,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

Her bottom lip wobbles. “I wanted you here so badly.”

I step aside to allow Seth to pass with a broom and dustpan to clean the broken mug. He can’t meet my eyes. I can smell his guilt.

My heart cracks, but I pull her into another hug anyway. The thought has gnawed at me since I first saw the picture. Why hadn’t I been invited to the biggest moment in my best friend’s life? What the hell did I do to deserve being forgotten about? To be left out?

If Seth had sent me a text and said this was happening, I would have shown up in a heartbeat. Avery might have been suspicious if I sauntered through the door for my first Friendsgiving, but there were ways around that.

I would have snuck in at the last second, before she realized I was here. I would have hidden in a closet until the moment he asked. I could have even been here on video call, at the very least. 

Even that doesn’t sit right with me. 

I would have been here.

Seth scurries past us again, not once looking our way.

I push the thought out of my mind.

This might be the hurt that pushes me over the edge.

“Come in. Seth is making cinnamon buns.” She gathers my hand in hers and tugs me through the doorway. “It makes so much sense now. He knew you were coming, right?”

My stomach churns. I don’t want to lie to her.

I kick off my shoes, never letting go of Avery’s hand. Her wild, dark eyes flutter back to me, and I get the idea that she hasn’t slept. 

“Where are your bags? You’re staying with us, right? How long are you staying for?”

I mumble answers that don’t quite register with her. She yanks me into the kitchen, and sure enough, Seth is pulling out the fresh cinnamon buns from the oven. He doesn’t turn to look at me.

I feel an icy wall between us that I can’t quite pinpoint. What the hell did I miss?

Avery ushers me into a chair at the island. She hurries into the kitchen to pour me a coffee, giving me a heavy dose of the hazelnut creamer in my blue mug. She practically floats back to the island and climbs onto the chair next to mine.

“So, Seth told you before he asked?” she asks, sounding so chipper that I nearly wince. “You should have come last night.”

“No,” I admit and her face falls. “I had no idea. But I drove down the second that I heard about it. I had to be here for this. I figured I’d surprise you since I missed your calls.”

Seth slowly peers over his shoulder at me, spoon full of icing halting mid-air. Those copper brown eyes are laced with one million questions that I can’t read.

Avery begins relaying how it happened, ignoring the fact that Seth had not felt the need to even mention it to me. I don’t know if she even really heard what I said, took in what that meant. Her fiancé hadn’t bothered to invite her best friend, but he invited everyone else in our crew. 

She rambles on, and at some point, between the way she was going to tell her students and how hard her mom cried, my eyes meet Seth’s again. His stare is heavy, his thoughts present on every inch of his face. 

Dread roots in my stomach. He knows I’ve lied. I don’t know how he knows, but he does. 

He put it in a damn Christmas cracker. Those same crackers she buys for every single party she hosts, no matter the season. Of course he did. She shows me the video and tears burn behind my eyes again. Seeing so many people surrounding her, none of which are me, it breaks me a bit—but it doesn’t matter, not when her smile is so big and she starts sobbing, falling dramatically to the couch without even answering him.

I’m laughing by the time he asks her if she’s saying yes for the fourth time.

I’m happy for her. Incredibly so. 

I reach out to take her hand in mine, and I squeeze. Our eyes meet, both full of tears.

“Congratulations.”

Her eyes twinkle. “You’re next.”

Seth loses his grip on his bowl of icing, and it slams against the stove. He curses, hurriedly gathering it in his hands again, but the damage is done. 

I stare at his back, willing him to turn around.

He knows.

And there’s only one way he could know, since I didn’t fucking tell him.

Avery chatters on. We talk about bridesmaid dresses and potential places to get married in town, and all the things you talk to your friends about when you get engaged. 

I listen, and I participate, and that ache slowly goes away. I’m not thinking about Gavin anymore, about not being here when it happened, or about what I don’t have. I’m thinking about Seth and Avery and how happy I am that they have what they have.

At some point, Avery rushes upstairs to make up the guest room, even though I haven’t yet agreed to stay. That leaves me alone in the kitchen with Seth, who clearly feels as uncomfortable as I do about the elephant in the room.

Two elephants, really. Two big, dangerous elephants.

He turns to me, holding a plate of mouth-watering cinnamon rolls in his hand. It’s like waving a white flag after you just shot the enemy in the head. He put extra icing on too, just the way I love. He looks nervous as he slides it onto the island in front of me, meeting my eyes.

“Figured you’d need it.”

I swallow, ignoring the heaviness on my shoulders. “How did you know?”

“Dec,” he admits, reaching up to push his black-rimmed glasses up his nose. “He texted me after you guys left last night. I appreciate you putting her first, even though I know you wanted to be here. You’re going to have to tell her though.”

“I did want to be here,” I say, keeping my voice calm.

He lets out a breath, running a hand over his short curls. “I know. I decided at the last minute to do it last night. Like… an hour before the party. I’m sorry. By the time I was making plans, it was too late, and with you and Dec fighting, I just⁠—”

“—you don’t let me know that you’re going to propose to my best friend in a room full of people because of Declan?” I seethe, my anger being misdirected yet again.

Yeah, that’s not really what he said, but that’s the part my brain wants to latch onto.

I need to reel it in, but it is Seth’s fault. Partially, at least. I should have known this was coming if everyone else did. Come on. I’m her best friend and Declan gets precedence over me? I’m hurt about a lot of things, but this is one of them. This one might be the worst.

Seth lets out a long breath, tanned fingers gripping the edge of the island. He’s not a confrontational person, I see the weight of this guilt on his shoulders. I almost feel bad for snapping, but at the same time, he needs to know how badly he messed up.

“Lauren was going to video call you. She forgot, in the moment.”

Great. That makes me feel better.

I stare at him. What’s done is done, and I can’t change it. I won’t ruin their blissful weekend over this. I’m not going to pop their bubble. If this were anyone else, maybe I’d say a bit more, but Seth already looks like he’s riddled with more regret than I could conjure up in him.

I reach forward, pulling a cinnamon bun from the tray, accepting the peace offering that he is clearly trying to make. 

It’s not enough, but I guess it has to be. 

“Trust me,” he murmurs, meeting my eyes from behind his glasses. “When she comes down from this high, she’ll have my balls for not having you here. I’ll get my punishment.”

I smile wickedly as I bite into the cinnamon bun, and my god is it good. I’m glad he’ll be punished, especially by Avery. Her wrath will hurt more than my own ever could.

“Congratulations, by the way,” I say, swallowing a big bite of heaven. “You’d be an idiot not to lock that down.”

He smiles, but it’s sad, and I know that’s because of how unfortunate the timing is. “Thanks.”

I can only nod, because I hate the way he looks so apologetic. It is not his fault that the timing was as bad as it was. I should have texted him and Avery the second Gavin broke up with me to let them know that I was on my way, and maybe he would have pushed the proposal. Maybe he wouldn’t have. It doesn’t matter. 

I am single for the first time in almost a decade, and they are engaged. 

The world is not going to fall apart. 

“Okay, it’s ready!” Avery calls as she scurries down the stairs. She comes back into the kitchen, letting out a tired breath. “Go and get your things from your parents. You’re ridiculous if you think you’re staying with them.”

I smile, biting into my cinnamon roll again. “Okay.”

She grins. “Okay.”

Seth looks between us, shaking his head. He often looks at us like we’re a circus act. Just like this. 

“Okay.”

“It’ll be like college all over again,” she says, winding her arms around my shoulders. Her eyes flicker to Seth. “The three of us. Sleepovers. Before you were out of the friendzone, babe.”

“Hey,” he glowers, pointing a finger at us. “Declan was there too most of the time.”

“Also friendzoned,” Avery snorts, climbing back up on her stool.

She reaches for a cinnamon bun, but heat trickles down my neck at the mention of Declan. He most definitely wasn’t friend-zoned last night. The memory of him inside of me, of the groans that left his throat when he came, they shoot through me like an aftershock. 

I shove more cinnamon bun into my mouth. 

Seth is watching me from across the island. His stare is calculating, like he caught the way Declan’s name had made me panic and his brain is working to put the pieces together.

I’m overthinking, I know that. It’s kind of what I do.

I don’t think he knows. I don’t think Declan is that stupid or rude to be blabbing around town about fucking me fresh out of a breakup, but I know Seth’s wondering where the both of us went last night. He’s curious. We weren’t speaking to each other and then suddenly we were.

I would be curious.

My cheeks redden, so I shovel more pastry into my mouth and hope I choke to death. 

It’s only after the three of us curl up on the couch to watch TV that my heart gives a dull throb in the center of my chest.

I walked into this house alone to surprise my best friend, and not once did she ask where Gavin was. 

Declan’s voice from that night at the bar echoes through my mind, reminding me that the love Gavin gave me was never the love I deserved.

At some point over the years, everyone stopped expecting him to show up. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
penny


Declan stopped trying to get a hold of me around dinner time. I avoided my phone, but I could hear each ‘buzz’ of his text messages throughout the day. Thankfully, with Avery being so submersed in her own excitement, she didn’t have the capacity to clock how differently I was behaving. And I was. I was acting like I was hiding a damn body in my trunk.

When I am in town, Gavin and I usually check-in non-stop. She hasn’t seemed to notice that I have not touched my phone since I stepped through the door. The issue was never that he and I didn’t get along. We got along too well, to be frank. I think we probably should have just stayed friends.

Gavin might not be the funniest person in the world, but he’s sturdy. He is the absolute best person to have near when you need advice. He has the wicked ability of seeing every situation from every angle. He is pure practicality and logic, and I loved that support and reliability at the start. Now, looking back at it, we always missed each other when there was a bit of distance between us. But never nearly enough.

I finally crawl into Avery’s spare room after going for ice cream and grabbing my bags from my parents. I had to endure my mom fawning over the ring while watching me carefully out of the corner of her eye. She knows, of course. I told her not to bring it up and ruin Avery’s news. She’s worried. My dad’s crushed. It was exhausting watching them put on a show for her. 

I pull the blankets over my body and muster the courage to look at my phone. 

Declan left no messages, but he called a handful of times, hanging up the second my voicemail message hit. 

And he did text.

Sighing, I brace myself and open the thread.

Declan


Where did you go?




Lucky.




Talk to me. Please.




Just let me know you’re not dead or something. 




Please don’t make me call Ave.




Real mature sneaking out before I wake up. Even more mature, letting me worry while you’re eating ice cream. 




Don’t worry about starting over at twenty-nine. You still behave like you’re nineteen— you’ll be fine. I won’t expect to be followed back on Instagram anytime soon.




Shutting my eyes, I let the sting of his words engulf me. I press the corner of my phone to my forehead. 

Ouch. 

That was probably deserved, but my god, did he aim to kill. 

That dull ache sprouts in my chest again. I assume he talked to Seth because I was with Avery all day and she never mentioned him. I hope he kept his cool enough to not give away what happened last night. That is the last thing I need while the rest of this mess explodes at my feet.

I might have snuck out while Declan snored. I might have gathered my things like a ghost in the night and slid out of the hotel room without leaving a note. Like an idiot, I might have ignored his calls and texts. But I was overwhelmed. I was heartbroken and scared and I was staring at a picture of my best friend’s ring on that finger. 

I had been vulnerable with him last night. I told him things I’ve never told another soul. Bared myself in a way I’ve never been able to do before. He threw it back in my face the second he was angry with me.

Twenty-nine and alone. Yeah, it sucks even worse hearing it from someone else’s mouth, used as a weapon to maim me.

This feels even worse than that night at The Swan Dive when he went off on me about Gavin, worse than that last text he had sent me when he was angry with me. Even though he turned out to be right about all of it, none of it was necessary. The things he says are never necessary.

Now, he picked up the sharp little broken bits of my heart that I let him look at and tossed them back at me, piercing my skin and drawing blood.

I shouldn’t have crossed that line with him last night.

This is exactly why.

Declan Lowes may be in my orbit, but I can still keep my distance. I feel like that might be the only option left to save us from strangling the life out of one another.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
penny


I wake up with a piercing headache. 

Avery’s house is quiet. It’s a strange feeling, sitting here in silence. There’s a peace to it, something that I haven’t felt in a long time, but it’s lonely. The sun is only just starting to rise, signaling that I should probably still be asleep, but sleep seems to be running from me. 

Soft pink and orange strands of light slip through the gaps in the blinds, dancing along the duvet that’s wrapped around me like a shield. My body wants rest, but it’s searching for the weight of another body on the mattress. My mind wants solitude, but it’s reaching out for a hand that’s no longer there. 

I’m exhausted.

Seth is a morning person. Biggest one I know, probably. My best friend is the opposite. When I finally hear their bedroom door open and the pitter patter of footsteps sliding past my room, I know it isn’t Avery who has started her day. I debate joining him downstairs in an effort to avoid my thoughts, but I can’t bring myself to do that either.

So, I lay in bed and stare at the ceiling instead.

I have to tell her today.

Gavin still hasn’t called or texted. Not once. He wouldn’t have seen me in any of the social media posts because I wasn’t at the party, but he has to be well aware that Avery is engaged by now. He broke my heart and my best friend got engaged the same night. Even that wasn’t enough to prompt him to check in and see if I am alright. He has no clue if I crashed my car into a ditch or arrived alive. 

He doesn’t know and he doesn’t care.

I shut my eyes, burying my face in my pillows. I breathe in deeply to try and force the emotion away before it overwhelms me. I don’t want to drown in this, I want to swim. I want to make it to shore and carry on with my life, the battle against the tide long since over. 

I’m sad and I’m angry. Those emotions are there, clear as day, weighing on my heart. But one emotion seemed to vanish almost as quickly as it came, making me breathe a tiny bit easier today.

Guilt.

Even though I felt guilty the moment that I opened my eyes in the hotel room, that feeling has passed. I just feel scared. Scared of the repercussions, scared of what I’ll lose, scared that it makes me a bad person—but not guilty.

That has to mean something, right?

Besides the fact that the sex was indescribable, I felt something I haven’t felt in my entire life in that suite. I can’t dream of wanting to take it back, even if I shouldn’t have let it happen in the first place. It’s no wonder women throw themselves at Declan. He is so good looking that it is borderline rude, but he also knows how to please a woman.

And he has a big heart. That’s important, too.

I groan, smothering my face in the pillow—trying to stop the flashbacks. They will not do me any favours. Not when I would do it over and over again if that body, that face, and that heart were attached to a different human. Declan had been entirely focused on me, and that was such a happy surprise that I am greedy for it again. 

I came three times in one night. Three!

But it shouldn’t have happened.

If we fight the way we do as friends, crossing that line has the power to create a nuclear war between us. Venturing down that road is dangerous, especially with the current state of my head and heart. It can’t happen again. I have to focus on myself right now, not on destroying one of the other most important relationships in my life while I’m still lying in the ashes of another.

Hours have gone by, and I still haven’t moved a muscle.

Avery saunters in, dressed in a matching PJ set that looks like a puffy, white cloud. Her quarter zip sweater is pulled all the way up to her chin, giving the illusion that her head is floating in the middle of the summer sky. 

She looks like a damn Samoyed dog. I want to pet her.

She carries two mugs of delicious smelling coffee in her hands, a sleepy smile on her face.

“I come with gifts.”

“You are a gift,” I murmur, peeling my face from the pillow. 

I sit up, sliding over to make room for her on the bed. She crawls under the covers with me and props herself up against the headboard, handing me my blue mug. One look and my mouth waters. It’s topped with whipped cream and chocolate shavings.

Always the hostess with the mostest, even though I’d wager that last part was Seth.

“What creamer?” I ask, licking some of the whipped cream.

She shoots me a look.

“Irish cream,” she says, sarcastically.

I smirk and take a greedy sip. It’s still a bit too hot, but it feels so good going into my bloodstream that I’ll risk the burnt tongue.

Avery rests her head against my shoulder, letting out a dreamy breath. We watch the sky slowly change colours outside of the window. It’s getting light out now, but it’s such a pale blue that the world looks almost lilac. 

It’s pretty and it’s peaceful and I’m home.

“I have to tell you something,” I say quietly.

Avery stills. She slowly peels her face from my shoulder and meets my eyes. Her expression is one of sheer fear. 

“You have to be in the wedding party.”

I open my mouth, but snap it shut just as quickly. 

“What?”

“Oh, thank god,” she breathes out, placing a hand over her heart. “I had this weird dream where you said you were moving to another country and couldn’t be in the wedding. I thought I manifested it into reality.”

I stare at her, blinking slowly. “I worry about you sometimes.”

“I’m just saying. I know I haven’t officially asked you yet, but you know you’re the maid of honour, right? The maid of honour can’t back out. That’s not very honourly.”

“I’m not backing out,” I remind her carefully.

“Not unless you move to another country,” she grumbles, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Even then,” I say, looking at her like she has three heads. How did we get here? I just found the courage to fess up to her and now we’re talking about moving to another country and ditching her wedding, which is something I would absolutely never do, by the way.

The first part does sound tempting, though.

“It’s not about the wedding.”

“Oh?” she asks, finally looking at me like she’s ready to listen.

“I’m not here because you got engaged.”

Her brow furrows. She scans my face carefully but says nothing.

“I didn’t know. Seth never told me.”

Her frown deepens, and the immediate splotch of redness on her neck tells me that angers her. I don’t think she absorbed much of our first conversation in the kitchen yesterday. But still, she says nothing, she just sits in the silence and lets me continue.

“I got in that night.” With this admission, her face falls and I can practically see her heart breaking in her chest. I was here that night, but I wasn’t here. “I came here to see you, completely forgetting about Friendsgiving, not knowing that you got engaged.”

“Why didn’t you come in?” she whispers.

“Because Declan answered the door,” I explain carefully. She knows about the fight, so I continue quickly before she thinks I left because of him. “I don’t think he wanted me to ruin your night, or to ruin my own even worse than it had been.”

“What are you talking about?” Avery asks quietly.

“Gavin broke up with me.”

Avery’s face falls slack. She stares at me, almost like she’s waiting for a punchline, and it hurts to see the pain that explodes over her face because it’s for me. I am causing her pain because she knows that I’m hurting. 

Her hand touches my leg over the blankets. “What?”

I swallow, averting my eyes from hers. “I didn’t think. I just came straight here. Straight to you.”

“And I was getting engaged,” she murmurs. There’s a beat of silence, and then she’s taking the blue mug from me and she’s placing them both on the nightstand. 

Within a second, I’m pulled into her arms, being smothered in warm vanilla. “I’m so sorry, Pen. You should have come in. Seth should have invited you. I’m going to kill him.”

“It’s okay,” I whisper, but something in me feels better knowing she’s just as upset that I wasn’t here. 

“What the hell happened?” She runs her hand down my arm.

I relay the story. I relay the things he said. I keep those private things I told Declan between him and I, because I can’t find it in me to admit them out loud again. 

Avery’s grip on me turns lethal the more I tell her, and when she drops into an eerie silence, I know she’s planning every way she could kill him and get away with it.

“That scumbag,” she seethes when I finish.

Her nails are digging into my skin to the point where she could draw blood. I wince, trying to slide out of her grasp, but she hangs on tighter.

“You were too good for him, you know that right?” she yells at me, though I think she means for that tone to be comforting. Her brown eyes are blazing. “He had no fucking clue what he had in his hands. He’s so self-absorbed. Big shot finance man can’t handle his emotions.”

Aaaaand, queue the best friend shit talk.

“To drop it out of nowhere too, after you just moved cities for him? After you quit your job? Oh, I’ll skin him alive, Pen. I’ll cut his nuts off and hang them from my rearview mirror.”

I bark out a laugh, happy that she chose rage instead of tears. I always find it kind of funny when she’s angry, being such a tiny human, so it makes it easier to keep my own emotions at bay.

“So, are you moving home? Is that why you’re here?”

“I don’t know,” I admit, holding onto her forearm gently. “I just panicked and left. I couldn’t look at him anymore. I couldn’t sit in the same room as him.”

She snorts, muttering a new, imaginative name for him under her breath.

“I actually think I’ll swing if I see him again. That or run him over with my car.” She’s shaking her head, over and over. “Not proud? Please. You’re beautiful, and you work hard. He couldn’t have built that life without you.”

Ouch. There it is. She hit the sweet spot, right where I’m the most vulnerable. Those are the words I replay in my head over and over. They make me sick.

The fact that he practically said he was embarrassed about who I am really broke my heart. Who was this man? Why had I stayed for so long? Who says something like that to a person you’re supposed to care about? How does someone bottle up feelings like that for years and then release them like it’s nothing?

A tear slips through. I hurriedly wipe it away with my sleeve.

Avery stares at me. For a moment, she doesn’t move, but then she pulls me back into the comfort of her arms. She flattens out my hair with her hand, forcing my face to her chest.

“I’m so sorry, P.”

“I know,” I murmur, sucking in a shaky breath. “Me too.”

More tears fall, but Avery stays wrapped around me. She doesn’t apologize for talking about her engagement when I arrived because she knows I’ll scold her for even thinking that she couldn’t have. We can have separate lives and go through separate things and still be happy for one another, even if it hurts sometimes. 

I’d smack her if she apologized for being happy. 

“Do you have a plan?” she whispers, her cheek moving against my head.

“No.”

“Do you want to stay in London?”

“I hate that city and that house,” I grumble, and she barks out a laugh.

It’s true. I despise it. But, like usual, Gavin had convinced me that it was for the best.

It’s on a corner lot. I hate corner lots. It has a lot of land, but I have always dreamed of a balcony with a view. We had that in our last home. We finally had that. It killed me to sell that house. I nearly threw up when we signed the papers, knowing that I was handing over my dream home, something we had worked so hard on, to another family. 

And we moved to the corner lot. The house that was modernized and pristine. The house that felt like it was built for magazines, not for living in. 

“Have you talked to your boss?”

“I took a week off,” I admit, recalling how understanding she was. “Then, I’ll work remotely. They don’t mind. I think I could move home with no issues.”

“Do you want to move home?” Avery reaches for the mugs she’d taken from us both. She hands me back my hazelnut latte. 

I take a sip and sigh with relief.

“I miss home. I miss you. I miss feeling like I belong somewhere.”

“You’ve always belonged here,” Avery whispers. “We’ll always be ready for you to come home, Pen. You know that. Home is always home.”

“I just… I wish I stayed to begin with.”

Avery stares down at her creamy drink as she ponders what I’ve just said. I see the restraint in her face, how she’s holding back from saying what she truly wants to say. She doesn’t want to go too far, especially when it’s so fresh.

There’s a funny thing about loving someone. Even when they hurt you, you still find the need to defend them to the world. There’s an instinct to protect them, even when they are ripping you to shreds from the inside out. There’s a fine line between when you’re heartbroken, but still hanging on, and when you finally step over that line and are ready to hear the truth.

I know Avery. She’s careful. She doesn’t want to step over the lines that are still there, even if I don’t want to admit that they exist.

When people used to talk poorly about Gavin, Avery would defend him before I had to. She is my best friend. That’s what best friends do, even when she wants to smack him upside the head. She’ll tell me how she really feels, but to everyone else, she’s supportive and unwavering.

“You followed your heart,” she says after a long moment. “You loved him. You followed him because it was what was best for you at the time, and it is what you wanted. If you stayed, you would have regretted it.”

She’s right. I would have sat in this city, dwelled on the past, and wondered what would have happened if I had followed Gavin down south. I would have wondered if he was the one who got away.

The beginning with Gavin was a whirlwind. My whole world changed. Colours were brighter, smells were more decadent, and life seemed to make sense. When he kissed me, it felt like nothing else mattered. I’d spend all night awake, texting him from my apartment, smiling like a giddy little kid at my phone. 

I loved him.

I think he might have used to love me, too.

Now, I wonder if that man I knew had ever truly existed. We all grow, we all get older, and priorities and behaviours change, but this is different. It’s like somewhere along the line, his mask slipped off and he stopped bothering to try and put it back on. 

I have been desperate for that man back. It’s almost pathetic how much effort I put in to see a glimpse of him. Making his favourite food, only for him to say a simple thank you and eat it while he sat on his phone. Dressing up for his eyes to skim past me like I was a piece of the furniture. 

It’s lonely loving someone that you used to know. You hang on to memories rather than reality, manipulating and construing who they have clearly become in hopes that who they were will make a reappearance. 

“You can come home and live in this spare room until you figure it out.”

“I know,” I smile, bringing my mug to my lips. 

“Or you can stay in London, and I’ll come visit. You can move to Nunavut. We’ll Facetime every single day until we can see each other. As long as⁠—”

“—I stay in the wedding?” I cut her off, angling my head to look at her.

A grin pulls at the edges of her lips. “Exactly. The point is, whatever makes you happy is what is most important. Whenever you need help, just ask me. Ask any of us. We’ll help you.”

“What if I just want to go get ice cream twice a day for a year?”

Avery shrugs a shoulder, making my head bounce against it. 

“Then I size-up my wedding dress in preparation.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN
declan


I am trying to give Penelope Anne Sweeten some grace with all that she’s going through, but it’s really fucking hard. I’m losing my mind. 

Waking up alone in that hotel room had been one thing. On one hand, I understand. Penny isn’t great with showing her cards, with being vulnerable, and I can only imagine what was going on inside that beautiful, crazy mind when she woke up tangled in me. 

So, she ran. I get that. She is very newly single and just hopped into bed with me, her friend that she had just unfriended. I imagine despite all of it, it still kind of felt like she had cheated on that dickwad. She would need a minute to sort this one out in her brain. 

All of that was fine. It is fine. I just needed to know that she was okay. I couldn’t be positive what time she snuck out, and my fear was that she tried to walk somewhere on her own to clear her head. We had been drinking, and for some reason, drunk, sad girls like to walk places.

She did not answer a single one of my calls. She didn’t answer one text, even when I made it clear that I could handle the space she wanted, but all I needed to know is that she was okay.

I didn’t want to call Seth, but I had no other option. I was sick to my stomach.

Seth lives with the other twin, the other half of Penny’s heart and soul. He’d have the information that I needed to stop from freaking out, or he’d have information that would send me into a panic, but I was pretty sure that Penny was alive. I was fairly positive that she had just fled into another set of arms. A much shorter pair of arms.

Imagine my surprise when I learned she’d been at his house all day and was currently getting ice cream with Avery. I’m glad she’s okay. Of course I am. I’m not a monster. 

But… seriously? 

Seriously, Penny?

The rejection eats at me. It gnaws at my stomach. 

I am not sure I can live without Penny in my life. Not after last night. If she cuts me off for good, it might drive me insane. I need that girl. I was selfish, kissing her like I did. I am more than aware that the first time you kiss a girl, it shouldn’t be while she’s mourning another man. I took it one step further and had sex with her.

I shouldn’t have done that. I set us up for failure, even if I wanted it more than I’ve ever wanted anything in the fucking world. My big head knew that it was going to end poorly, but my little head was too busy focusing on the feeling of her hand rubbing against it.

Fuck. 

I squeeze my eyes shut as my cock twitches in my briefs. I feel like shit about it all, yes, but I would still relive every single second of it until my dying day if I were able to. 

Her eyes burning into mine as I pushed inside of her, the sound of her sweet moans, and holy hell—the feeling of her squeezing me like the gods crafted our bodies with the other in mind. It was something I hadn’t expected. She was something I hadn’t seen coming. Something that fucked with my head a bit.

Gabe is a fucking idiot. 

He had all of those years with her and he wasted them. I only had one taste and I already know there is no way in hell I’d ever be able to give her up if I had her. She’s it. She’s all consuming. She is a woman you never let go of if you’re lucky enough to grab hold of her.

I would have liked to tell her that when we were both sober. Didn’t get the chance. Not sure she would have been receptive if I did, anyway.

She’s heartbroken. Like the devastated, life-changing, agonizing kind of heartbroken. So many years spent with one person. I haven’t even been with a girl for ten weeks before. She’s understandably all sorts of fucked up right now, and I probably just fucked her up even more.

Great move, Declan. 

If she would answer just one text, we could talk about this. The longer we leave it, the worse this is going to get. I can’t handle letting this fester and putting a permanent wedge between us, something more concrete than an Instagram unfollow. She’s going through hell, so I have no intention of dropping all my shit on her, too. Feelings and all of that.

I just want my friend back.

But I let her silence get to me. For some reason, I react poorly when she shuts me out. I can’t keep my composure with her. I said some crap I shouldn’t have said again. Took it a bit too far. Maybe it was to get a reaction, to get her talking, but it was a dumb move, and I knew that as my fingers typed out the message. 

I said the worst possible thing that I could have because I needed her to feel a portion of the sting I was feeling. As if she wasn’t already going through it, right?

Because what she did stung. I understand it. I understand her more than she thinks I do. But I’m still her friend, no matter what. She could have just told me that she needed a minute. That’s all I needed. She could have treated me a little bit better than she had.

There is literally no evidence that she was ever here in this suite. She scrubbed the room clean of herself, but I feel her. I feel her nails against my skin and the warmth of her body against mine. I smell her in the pillows, like coffee and goddamn sunshine. Most people wouldn’t describe such a closed off little spitfire as sunshine, but she is. She warms every room I’m in.

Well, I’m hard as a rock now. 

Is it pathetic to jerk off to a girl that fled in the middle of the night like she was Batman and Gotham was calling her? 

Yes, Declan, it is. 

Still, my hand slips under my briefs and I try to flush her from my system the same way she wormed her way in. 


CHAPTER TWENTY
penny


Gavin still hasn’t called. He hasn’t texted. He hasn’t reached out or checked to see if I’m alive. When he broke up with me, it appears he literally intended on severing his life from mine that very second and it was that easy.

Not once has he even asked if I was okay. The thought probably hasn’t even crossed his mind. He is okay. That’s all that matters.

“Why wouldn’t he come and say goodbye?”

I wind the end of the cotton T-shirt around my head, holding up my wet hair to dry, and waltz into the kitchen. Fresh from a shower, and feeling a lot better than I had, I stop just next to the island. 

Seth is shoveling pasta into bowls, unaware of Avery’s curious stare burning into the back of his head. She’s leaning back in her seat, her arms crossed in front of her. It’s as if she’s been personally offended by the sight of her fiancé’s shoulder blades.

“Who?” I ask cautiously, climbing into the chair next to Avery.

Avery glances at me, her dark eyes swimming with thoughts I can’t read. “Declan left today. He texted Seth and said that he didn’t have time to swing by.”

I nearly slip off the chair. 

Oh, shit. 

I cover for myself by acting as if I was just adjusting my position to pull a knee to my chest, but Seth’s glance over his shoulder feels all-knowing. 

It’s been two days.

Declan is gone. Back to Pittsburgh. He skipped The Goodbye Parade.

He never skips The Goodbye Parade.

“Oh?” is all I manage to say. Smooth, Pen.

“He’s busy, Ave,” Seth says quietly, finally tearing his eyes from me. “They probably called him back early. He texted. He told me to give you a hug. I can go out and honk the horn if it makes it feel more like the parade.”

It wasn’t early. He was scheduled to leave today. He just didn’t want to see me. 

“That’s so bizarre,” Avery grumbles. She reaches for the bottle of red she has already opened and the second glass she’d pulled down from the cabinet. Filling it, she slides it across the countertop to me.

“He even said congratulations again, for the tenth time,” Seth says, placing the pot back on the stove. Brownie points for Declan, and probably untrue, but it will keep Avery satisfied. Seth knows her far too well. 

“Well, we will see him in a couple of weeks anyway. I’ll grill him then and remind him that nobody is exempt from our traditions. Not even professional hockey players who get called back early.”

Do not leave town without a hug. Do not miss The Goodbye Parade.

That has been the rule in our friend group since we were twenty-one years old. 

He didn’t break it last time, not even when we’d said the worst things to each other.

This time was different.

My mind goes to when Declan had shown up at my parents’ door a year ago, ready to go through with our tradition despite my iciness toward him. Telling him I never wanted to speak to him again wasn’t even enough to get him to break our tradition.

Apparently, sleeping with him was.

It’s a good thing, really. I can breathe easier knowing that he is gone. As much as it hurts to know that we managed to dismantle our friend group’s longest standing tradition in one night, I can’t lie. I’m relieved.

I just need to be alone with my mind for a little while. I’m not so sure that can happen with him here. 

“A couple of weeks?” I ask, snapping back into the conversation.

Alarm rings through me. Is Declan coming home in a couple of weeks? I hope to be gone by then, if that’s the case. 

Again, we left things on shaky terms. Again, I’m dreading the moment I have to see him face-to-face. I can’t figure out what I feel about anything anymore. There’s so much going on, so much that I have to worry about, that I have to force myself to feel. I need a second to breathe.

We crossed so many lines and then crossed them some more directly after. If I’m being honest, I put the final nail in the coffin this time. He tried to make this better. I wouldn’t let him.

I don’t know the exact reason why I left, but I know a part of it is because I’m scared. Of everything. There is too much change happening. I’m free falling into a pit of the unknown. I was terrified waking up next to him, I’ll admit that. I couldn’t face another man looking at me like he was just tolerating me. I couldn’t handle if that man was Declan. 

And he didn’t tell me about Avery. 

I deserved to know about Avery.

This really isn’t about Avery at all, is it? But it’s an easier excuse to voice, even to myself.

“I told you,” Avery says, lifting her wine glass to her lips. “Seth and I are going to see a game in November. We’re spending just over a week with Dec, even though he’ll desert us for his away game for two days.”

“Oh, right.” I totally forgot about that.

She told me that before my world went to shit.

Avery’s eyes light up before I can shut down the proposition that I already know has entered her mind. 

“You should come! You haven’t been to see him play in Pittsburgh yet!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head. I can feel Seth’s burning gaze and I want to shrink into myself to avoid it. We call him ‘The Oracle’ for a reason. I fear he can see right through me.

“Come on. We can do all the things that Seth never wants to do with me. Oh my god, we haven’t seen a game together since Ottawa, Pen. You have to come!”

“I have a mess to clean up at home. I can’t commit to anything else right now.”

One big, giant mess that I didn’t make, but I’ll have to deal with.

“But—”

“—let her breathe, Avery,” Seth grumbles, placing a bowl of warm, delicious smelling pasta, covered in a thick dusting of parmesan cheese in front of his fiancé. 

I shoot him a grateful look, to which he dips his chin and turns to fetch another bowl for me. I don’t know what Seth knows, or how much he knows, but he knows something, and I really don’t like feeling as if he’s sifting around in my head. 

“I’m just stoked. I can’t help it,” Avery says, almost wistfully.

Seth places my dinner in front of me and I immediately dig in. I take one, heaping mouthful and moan. If Avery wasn’t planning on marrying him, I might consider it. Purely platonic, though. The boy can cook. He can cook, bake, and he can also make the best damn cocktails known to man. He’s a total catch, but so is Avery—and she deserves someone good like him.

“Please tell me you’re stoked for the trip and not because your best friend is going through the equivalent of a divorce, which frees her up for you.” Seth is glaring at his fiancé now.

“Oh, I didn’t mean…” Avery trails off, and then spins toward me on her stool. I’m still shoveling pasta in my mouth. “I’m just excited to have you back. To have you here.”

“I know.”

I didn’t think otherwise. Never would have. Not from her.

“Pittsburgh would be fun though,” Seth says, lifting his fork to his mouth. “It’s an underrated city. You’d love the karaoke bars. You’d love that arena even more. The crowd goes nuts for Dec.”

They always do. 

I should be thinking about how the crowds exploded for him in college, or the roaring Ottawa fans during his first few years in the league, but instead I’m thinking about the way I praised him the other night. His name slipping from my tongue as he said mine in breathy whispers in my ear. I exploded for him then. More than once. 

A flush climbs up my neck. My stomach flutters at the memory, recalling the touch of his fingertips against my waist and the swell of his bottom lip against mine.

His damn lips.

I take a quick swig of wine to try and numb myself. 

“Maybe we could make a trip out of it? Move you out of your place, bring everything back here, and then reward ourselves with a getaway to Pittsburgh?” Avery suggests.

Sounds like a nightmare, to be honest.

“I’ll probably just do the moving part myself.”

Avery and Seth both shoot me a look of concern. They lower their forks to their bowls. Apparently, that was not the right thing to say.

“What?”

“That’s a lot to do on your own,” Seth says. “You’ve lived with the guy for over four years. You’re going to need a moving truck and some muscle. No offense.”

“None taken,” I mutter. 

“Wyatt and EJ would probably come, too,” Avery says, spinning her wine in her glass. 

“I don’t need an army.”

They ignore me, nodding along like they’re connected by the same brain. Nobody is speaking, yet still, they’re conversing. I see the gears turning, the plans being made without words.

Hey. That’s our thing, Avery.

“How soon can you look for a new place?” 

I wince. These are all things I have yet to figure out, and all things I am fearing having to deal with. I ran before we could really talk about it, and apparently, Gavin doesn’t really care to have these discussions over the phone. 

I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I don’t have any urge to sort through all of these decisions. I just want to feel for the moment—to exist and breathe. I want a clear head before I even consider the next steps. I keep doing things on a whim and it has to stop. I’m pushing myself backward rather than forward.

Maybe Gavin is hoping by not texting me that I’ll just forget I have any equity in our relationship. That’s not the case. I just need to be right now. Alone.

“I don’t know.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Avery says softly, extending her wine glass toward me.

She gets it. She gets me. I don’t want to talk about this. I don’t even want to think about it, so we’ll end this conversation here and reopen it when I’m ready.

I nod, picking mine up and clinking the edge against hers. 

I love her. I love her endlessly, and wildly, and with every ounce of my broken heart.

Our eyes meet and I’m instantly flooded with gratitude. She means it. We will tackle this together. Whether it’s an easy transition or a full-on battle, she’s coming in war paint and armed to the teeth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
penny


I read the conversation with Declan over and over again, buried under the blankets in Avery’s spare room. If you can even call it a conversation, really. It was completely one-sided since I never quite found the courage to answer. 

Regret floods through me as I stare at the words on the screen. He took care of me. He kept me in one piece, and I rewarded him for that by ignoring every single message and call that he sent my way.

He was just being a good friend.

I take back what I said about him being a bad one. I didn’t mean it. My head is just in shambles after thinking about all of it, thinking about him, after we did what we did. It felt like it changed things. I was too scared to stick around and figure out if it actually had. 

I type out an apology, but delete it just as quickly.

Too much time has passed. He might take it as a slap in the face that I waited until he was out of the country. Hell, I would consider it a smack in the face. What would I even say? Hi? Sorry for ignoring you after you gave me the most mind-blowing orgasms of my life? 

Yes, orgasms. Plural.

I misplaced my anger and pinned it on Declan. My fear, too. That wasn’t fair. Gavin was, and is, the issue here. I have no idea how the hell I would even begin to come back from this catastrophic mess I’ve created between Dec and I. I don’t know if I’m capable of sorting this mess out and giving it my full attention, which it requires, before I sort out the mess waiting for me at home.

I’m scared. That’s all there is to it. I was terrified when I woke up that morning. I’m still scared. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know why I’m doing all these things that I’m doing. I’m doing it wrong, that much is clear—but I can’t stop for long enough to think about things because then I have to feel.

I don’t want to feel.

My thumb hovers over the call button. 

I could just call him. He might answer and I could just… what? Anything I say has the power to make this worse. Declan doesn’t anger easily, but when he does, he wants the whole world to burn. I’d bet all of my remaining sanity that he is furious with me right now. 

I might have missed the window to fix this.

I don’t even know if I know how to fix this.

Maybe I need to fix myself first. If I handle this while I’m still going down in flames, I risk burning my entire world, including my crew, to the ground. I can’t call him when I’m not even sure what I would say. If he hits me with another low blow, I’m not positive how I’ll react or what I’ll say to hurt him back.

Sighing, I swipe out of the conversation and pull up my Instagram. My feed is still flooded with photos from Friendsgiving and the engagement. I can’t help but smile, ignoring the weight sitting on my chest. I’ll never get tired of seeing Avery’s face in these pictures. I’ve never seen a single person look so happy.

My eyes catch a comment from @DLowes33.

@DLowes33: thank god I look good in a suit.

But then I remember something.

I hurriedly search for another account: @Lowesy33.

It’s his burner account. I forgot to unfollow that one. There’s no profile picture attached to it, and this account only has two hundred followers in relation to his verified account, which is nearly at the three million mark. He rarely uses this one.  

I smile, clicking the profile. A surprising rush of relief washes over me when I see that I haven’t been blocked or unfollowed. I wonder if he realizes he still has access to me here. A grid of Declan being Declan floods my screen. He doesn’t post often, but when he does, he does it well.

Him standing in the middle of an empty rink in Pittsburgh, dressed fully in his gear, but his helmet tucked under his arm. He’s smiling, those dimples popping through. Him with a bunch of puppies from a local shelter in Pittsburgh. Him, Seth, Wyatt, and EJ tailgating at one of our parties on the lake.  

My chest constricts. I click one of the photos from two years ago. It’s Declan and I sitting around a bonfire. We’re both wearing red, buffalo plaid jackets and sitting on folding chairs. He’s gripping my cheeks tightly with one hand and holding a marshmallow to my mouth with the other.

I’m glaring at him. He’s laughing uncontrollably. 

My eyes dart to the caption.

If I had a Penny for every time I loved pissing her off… 

Sadness sits heavily in my stomach. Is it silly to think that one night could ruin our friendship? It was stupid for me to think one fight could have done that after the bar, too. Hell, half of the people we knew in college slept together and managed to stay friends. 

He and Tiff are still friends. Kind of.

Did time really have the power to change that? Why does it seem like it is much more of a big deal now that we are nearing thirty and we aren’t those crazy, reckless college kids anymore? We should be able to deal with these situations easier now. We’re more emotionally mature.

Right?

But it isn’t easy. 

I force myself away from Declan’s page, but I can’t bring myself to block or unfollow this account. That feels too final, and I’m not ready for that. I exit the app completely. I don’t look back at his texts either, no matter how badly I want to. Instead, I pull up the highlights from his game tonight, which we watched on Avery’s couch.

It was surreal sitting with my friends and watching him play again. Together, just like we used to. Wyatt treats every game like the Stanley Cup final, pacing and screaming, cheering Dec on as if he can hear him in a whole other country. He probably wouldn’t want Dec to know that. He likes giving him shit to keep him humble.

Avery and I did the same mantras we used to do in college when all four of them were on the ice. We’d lock our pinkies and mutter: “We already won, we already won, we already won” exactly three times with our eyes closed. 

See? I was a manifesting queen back then too, and I didn’t even know it.

Then, we kiss our thumbs. Three times. Always.

It worked like clockwork. Declan won. He scored the first and the final goal in a 4-2 game. 

Seeing him on the ice doing what he is so ridiculously good at never gets old. And Declan is good. Obviously, if he made it to the pros he is skilled, but even in a league full of inexplicable talent, he is breathtaking. 

Wyatt had been a deadly player too, but even he couldn’t compete with Declan’s shine. We all think Wyatt could have also gone pro, but he chose to stay in town and coach the college team, instead. He didn’t even enter the draft. He never gave a reason for that decision, and he never wanted to talk about it. It just wasn’t what he wanted to do with his life.

The highlights start playing on my phone, and unsurprisingly, it starts with a shot of Declan. I’m torturing myself, but that’s fine. Apparently, that’s one of my favourite pastimes. Dec is like a bolt of lightning when he’s on skates. He is like a damn shooting star. Blink and you miss him. 

He’s superhuman.

I watch him with heavy lids, sleep slowly pushing in on me. My thoughts trail to reality, to the present. I’m in that phase of the break-up where I wish I made every decision differently, where I wish I didn’t give Gavin the chance that he fought for. I should have said no then. At the very least, I should have said no when he wanted me to sell my dream house and move. I knew it was a bad decision and I made it anyway.

I really loved that house. 

I should have said no.

I really loved who I was before him.

I should have said no. 

But I didn’t. I kept saying yes until I became too afraid to say no. Now, I have to face the reality that I made for myself. I can’t hide at home forever. Avery’s house doesn’t count. At some point, I have to return to that empty house full of meaningless things and deal with my problems head-on. I have to have the big conversations that I don’t want to have, knowing that he will try to bulldoze me into getting what he wants and knowing that I’m so tired, I might just give it to him.

My instinct is to handle this alone, without Avery and the rest of the crew. I’d prefer not to include other people in one of the worst moments of my life. That sounds like a waking nightmare. I’d rather die from the pressure and the pain than have an audience of people I love watch me fall apart. 

I’m sure Gavin would help me load a U-haul if I needed him to. It’s the least he could do, to be fair. He’d probably get a kick out of helping me empty his life of me. 

It’s one bandage that must be ripped off, and then the wound will heal. Then I can figure out the rest of my life. I can begin to fix the fallout. But it all starts there, in that house that I hate. With the man who broke my heart. 

There’s a twinge of emotion that feels like relief, but it’s masked by so much hurt that I can’t decipher if I'm ready or just empty. 

I would have stayed in that relationship until I burned out and turned to ash. I would have stayed, I would have fought, and I would have exhausted myself because I love him. 

At some point, I started loving him more than I loved myself. 

My priority was always us or him, and it had slowly stopped being myself at all. My worth was wrapped up entirely in keeping him happy, even when I couldn’t remember what my own happiness felt like. I still can’t.

That isn’t healthy. I know that now. Hell, I knew that years ago, but I kept pushing because I didn’t want my time and efforts to be in vain. How pathetic. I was willing to stay with a man who couldn’t even give me the bare minimum when I was working on giving him the world each and every day. 

I need to go back to London. I need to say goodbye to that man and that house and figure out how we are going to move forward. After that, I’ll leave that city behind and never look back.

After that, I’m free. 

I want to do this alone, but I shouldn’t. What if I can’t survive these big moments on my own anymore? It’s going to be hard. Even though I'm starting to realize that this break-up is now a blessing in disguise, it’s still going to hurt. 

If I show up with Avery, I doubt Gavin would blink. If I show up with Avery and his old friends from college, I don’t know how he’ll react. He and the guys used to be decent friends. It was only after we moved that Gavin stopped communicating with them. I don’t think he’ll be pleased to see them. Not in this setting.

Seth and EJ will try to put their heads down and get the job done. Seth might even try to be polite and talk to him. Wyatt, on the other hand, well… he might pretend to keep his head down only to bash it against Gavin’s.

Putting them all in that situation just feels unfair. They shouldn’t have to be there at the very worst moment in our relationship. The end of the sentence. The period after the last word in our story. They shouldn’t have to pick up my pieces. But I’d do it for them. They wouldn’t have to ask. I’d be there because that’s what family does.

I’m too tired to make any decisions now. The moment I think I’ve made up my mind, I change it.

As Declan becomes a blur on my screen, I feel tears sliding down my cheeks. I don’t even bother reaching up to wipe them away. It comes in waves, and right now, I just feel really disappointed. In Gavin, in myself, and in how my life has turned out.

Let the tears come.

Gavin’s words echo in my head over and over as Declan smacks a goal into the back of the net.  

I don’t know if I ever loved you. I don’t know if I ever loved you. I don’t know if I ever loved you.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
penny


I wake up to movement downstairs in the kitchen, but the sun is still only rising.

Seth must be getting his day started.

Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I do what I always do as soon as I wake: roll over and check my phone.

A message from my sister with a picture of my niece greets me. I smile, my damaged heart healing a bit at the sight of her. Ellie is flashing a big, toothy grin with food smeared all over her chubby, pinchable cheeks. There’s a sweet message underneath it, but I can’t read it right now. I don’t want to see Aura’s loving words; I just want to see Ellie. 

I send a couple of hearts and check in. I need to take a trip to see them again soon. Newfoundland is far enough away where it would feel like I’m in another country. Maybe that’s what I need.

Tiffany asked if anyone wants to go to brunch in our girls group chat. At three in the morning. I send a laughing emoji in response. Brunch is definitely not happening because Tiff will not be awake and functional until four in the afternoon.

One text from Wyatt. 

A trickle of anxiety builds at the base of my spine. 

Wyatt


Is there something you’ve got to tell me? Call me when you wake up.




My heart sinks. There could be a couple of things that he might be referring to at this point, and it’s terrifying not knowing which one he’s talking about. 

Still no messages from Gavin. No calls. 

I sigh, stretching out my limbs. 

I need to stop waiting for them to come. For him to show up. They aren’t coming. He does not care. He never showed up while we were together, why would he start now?

It’s okay that he doesn’t care about me or about how I am. I have a village of people who do. I am loved, even if he isn’t one of the people who love me.

In my hoodie and Bowser sleep pants, I drag myself out of bed and down to the kitchen to see one of those people.

Declan’s on the TV again, zipping past the screen. The video cuts to somebody in a studio on YouTube breaking down his plays frame-by-frame. Seth is so focused on the image across the room that he barely notices me enter the kitchen as he closes the oven door.

Seth’s gaze snaps to me as I round the island. 

“Good morning.” I smile, resting my hip against the counter. 

“Morning. I forgot how much of an early bird you are. I’m used to living with the girl who could sleep through a natural disaster.”

I snort. 

It’s true. A sleeping Avery is pretty much like being near the dead. She sleeps like a teenager, exhausted from a growth spurt and five mood swings, even though she stopped growing when she was, like, eight. 

My eyes flicker to the stove. “Do you make breakfast like this every morning?”

Seth nods, opening the fridge and pulling out eggs and English muffins. “You know how excited she gets about breakfast.”

It ‘sets the tone for her day’, she says.

“Every single day?” I ask.

He places the items on the counter and looks at me. “I’d do it twice a day if it meant I get to see her smile at me the way she does when she rounds that corner in the morning.”

My smile falters. Something in my chest cracks and tears, and the immediate flinch of pain is terrifying. I force the emotion to simmer, even though it’s tough. There is no way I’m going to cry in Seth and Avery’s kitchen because I love the way they love each other. 

I wonder what I did wrong in my life to deserve the kind of love I got.

Seth catches my eye again. He smiles gently as if he knows exactly what is going through my head. 

He reaches for the coffee pot without making a single comment about it.

“Coffee?”

I clear my throat. “Dumb question.”

He huffs a laugh and takes the big, blue mug from the cupboard.

I open the fridge and grab my creamer of choice. Seth hands me my full mug of happy juice without another word.

“Thanks. Do you need any help?’

He shakes his head, reaching for a mug for himself.

“The bacon has to cook. I was just about to plant my ass on the couch and listen to people criticize Dec’s game last night. Care to join?”

My lip twitches upward. “Does he know you do that?”

Seth grins, shrugging a shoulder. “No. These people make some good comments. Sometimes, I text him what they say and pretend it was my original thought—just to piss him off.”

“You are evil.” I laugh, taking a sip of my coffee.

“Hey, we’ve got to keep the big guy humble.”

He gestures toward their big, gray sectional. I can say with utter confidence that Avery and Seth own the comfiest couch in the world. I would willingly sleep down here if Avery wasn’t so insistent on me taking the guest room every time I came over. It’s the kind of couch you sink into, and it hugs you back. 

I take a seat on the chaise, stretching out my legs and letting the coffee warm my palms. Seth drops somewhere in the center of the couch and turns up the volume, snatching his dark rimmed glasses off the coffee table and sliding them on his nose. 

We sit in a comfortable silence. We laugh at the commentators at some points, like when they said Declan needs to start focusing on his feet instead of burying himself in multiple women, or when he made a bad pass, and they called him ‘Declan Blowes’.

I get why Seth watches these on top of the professional reporters. They’re comical and personable, adding something a bit different to the typical media coverage. It’s alarmingly clear what type of lines he uses on Dec. I don’t miss how he reaches for his phone and starts texting the second that he’s done laughing. 

The Declan Blowes comment was definitely delivered straight to Dec’s phone less than five minutes ago.

We both glower and scoff when the commentators criticize him too much. Some people hate Declan just because he’s good. That’s all there is to it. If he’s not on your team, he’s the enemy.

We’re biased, but they’re full of it half of the time. I swear.

If it’s a fair point, then fine. But when you start saying that he’s not as talented as the league makes him out to be, that’s utter bullshit. Declan is unstoppable. There’s a reason he was so sought after, and why his name gets mentioned alongside a lot of very important players. 

He’s become a legend in his own right. But, since he has yet to win a cup, people typically use that fact to support their points, even if they don’t make any sense.

About halfway through my coffee, I re-open my texts with Wyatt. I can’t ignore him forever. He’s close enough to just stop by if he thinks it’s important, and this is something he’d consider exceptionally important. 

Me


That depends. What are you talking about?




I shoot off the text and focus on the TV again. Each time they show a close-up shot of Dec, especially when he’s sitting on the bench and mouthing off with that ridiculous smirk, his mouthguard hanging out of his mouth and his dimples clear as day, my stomach plummets. 

I can’t pinpoint this feeling. Is it sadness? Is it lust? Is it regret for doing what I did, after what we both did to each other? 

My phone buzzes.

Wyatt


I think we should talk in person. I heard you’re in town. 




My stomach drops even further. There is no way Declan told Wyatt. 

He wouldn’t, would he?

Unless he was so mad that he needed to vent, and he chose Wyatt as his outlet. That’s typically Seth’s job. Maybe he told them both. Would he do that to me?

I mean, he did throw my fear of being alone at twenty-nine in my face. It isn’t ridiculous to think that he talked to his friends about it. It just happens that his friends are also my friends. The world is sick in that way.

I stare at the text for a minute. I’m only broken from my trance when Seth hops over the couch to check on the bacon.

Me


I’m at Avery’s. 




A few seconds go by, but he answers quicker than it takes for my phone to dim.

Wyatt


Tell Seth I’ll be over in ten for breakfast and coffee. We’ll talk then.




I stare at the screen, trying to ignore the dread in my gut. 

I glance at Seth as he sits down again. “Wyatt’s on his way over.”

He barely reacts. He just nods as if this is a regular occurrence. It probably is. Hell, it used to be, but so much time has passed that I figured those habits from our younger years had dwindled.

We’re watching another video from a significantly less funny commentator, when the front door opens and closes softly. There’s a bit of shuffling and the sound of scuffed footsteps heading our way, but I don’t turn around.

I keep my eyes on the screen, even as Seth glances behind us, reaching out his hand. Wyatt smacks his palm in his, and then seconds later, two big hands are planted on my shoulders. He squeezes gently, a gesture so comforting that it makes me want to cry.

I crane my neck to peer up at him, still cradling my mug. 

Those chocolate brown eyes are soft, black ball cap pulled low. He squeezes again, the sad look on his face saying so much more than he ever does. 

“Need a refill?”

“Please,” I say quietly, handing him my mug.

Wyatt returns with a fresh coffee for me. He plops himself down on the couch between Seth and I, his focus averting to the commentator that is slowing down Declan’s play.

What the commentator is saying goes above my head, but both Seth and Wyatt’s brows are furrowing as the man continues to talk and red circles pop up around the screen. 

Wyatt tosses up a hand. “Bullshit.”

“He does not favour the left side,” Seth grumbles, shaking his head. “Never has.”

“If anything, he characteristically shoots right.”

“If they said he’s a fucking puck hog, they would have had a point.”

“Probably never put on a pair of skates in his fucking life,” Wyatt scoffs, shaking his head. He falls back against the couch, taking a sip of his black coffee, and tosses his legs up on the table.

“Good morning!”

I glance over my shoulder just as Avery bounces into the kitchen. Her dark hair is pulled back in a claw clip, oversized blue sweater covering her sleep shorts. Her eyes dart to Wyatt, who nods in greeting.

“Hi, Wy. I smell bacon.”

Seth turns to her as she hops toward him, leaning down to snake her arms around his neck from behind. He reaches up to touch her wrist and they take a second to just look at each other like they hadn’t just slept beside each other for hours last night and every day before then.

I watch when I know I shouldn’t. My heart can’t handle this right now. The perfect image of what I should have wanted was in my face the whole time that I was settling.

“Hi, babe,” Avery whispers, dipping her head.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” he mutters, kissing her softly on the mouth before she’s off and bounding into the kitchen to get herself a coffee.

There’s a soft pat on my thigh. My eyes snap to Wyatt, who lets his touch linger for a moment before he pulls his hand away. It’s right then that I know he knows. I’m still not sure about Declan, but he knows about Gavin.

“When?” he asks.

“A few days ago.”

“Is your stuff out of the house?” is his immediate response. 

I don’t know why everyone’s first question is how the hell I’m getting out of there or what we’re doing with the material things, but I’m starting to wonder why that’s the first thing people seem to ask in these situations. 

“Not yet.”

“We’re going to help her get it out,” Avery calls out from the kitchen.

“Of course we are,” Wyatt responds, but he’s talking to me and only me.

“It’s a long trip,” I remind them. “It’s eight hours just to help me clean out a house. It will be uncomfortable, and I can’t be positive he’ll leave to let us handle it on our own. If he doesn’t, who knows what mood he’ll be in. It’s my mess.”

“Um,” Avery says, leaning against the island, coffee in her palms. “I signed up to deal with every single mess you ever have. It’s what we took on for each other when we declared ourselves best friends by doing that blood oath thing.”

Wyatt’s head whips toward her, horror written all over his face.

I smirk, rolling my eyes. There was no blood oath.

“I know, but this is different.”

“It’s not,” Wyatt says, slowly turning back to me. “I’ll help. I just need a day or two heads up. We’ve got to get you out of there sooner rather than later. I don’t want Gavin getting up to anything before you have a chance to leave peacefully.”

“Like what?” I frown.

He wouldn’t do anything crazy. He can be an asshole, yes, but he’s not off his rocker.

“Taking mommy and daddy’s money and hiring a lawyer too expensive for even his wallet and fucking you over. Trying to convince you that he deserves more than his fair share. Regretting his decision and manipulating you to stay. The list goes on and on.”

I stare at Wyatt. Why does everyone think that Gavin’s some big, bad villain and that I’m a helpless little girl?

I love them, but it feels like everyone wants me to act a certain way here and do specific things that I’m not even sure I want to do.

“We know you can handle yourself,” Avery says quickly when I hesitate to respond. “You just shouldn’t have to. If he wants to do this alone, that’s his prerogative, but we’re here for you.”

“I think Wyatt is just worried that the longer time passes, the more things Gavin can think up that he believes he’s owed. It shouldn’t be like that. It should be a clean divide,” Seth says.

Wyatt clicks his fingers. “That’s exactly what I meant.”

“And he did this firsthand with Lily.”

Wyatt’s eyes darken, but he nods in agreement. Wyatt’s older sister, who still lives in his hometown across the country, went through something much worse than this. 

She married young and got a divorce four years later. Her husband was nice until he wasn’t. When he got that phone call, Wyatt would have run to his sister on foot if it were possible. He booked a flight the second he found out that Devin wouldn’t let Lily leave their house.

EJ and Declan went with him that day. They boarded a plane, Declan from Ottawa, and showed up in Vancouver to ensure they could move Lily out safely and convince her to get a restraining order. When they got there, the cops had already come and gone, but at that point, Lily had spent days being held hostage in her own home.

Wyatt stayed until everything was signed and official and he kind of changed after that. He hardened a bit.

“It’s just the best thing to do,” he says quietly, a million memories flashing through his eyes. “For everyone.”

“So, who told you?” I asked, lifting my mug to my lips.

Wyatt goes stiff, and Seth immediately looks away. I look at the one and only person who cannot lie to me if her life depended on it.

Avery is still leaning against the counter, looking horribly guilty.

“Ave.”

“I wanted to give them some warning in case we needed their help.”

“Them?” I ask.

“EJ,” Seth says.

I groan and rest my head against the couch cushion. I guess this is better than having to announce to everyone individually that I have been dumped. I’m not surprised that only Wyatt reached out to talk about this. EJ would never bring this up unless I told him directly. He probably told Wyatt to feel it out and let him know what he has to do. 

A large hand rounds my head, petting me like a damn dog. 

“It’s only because we love you.”

“I love you guys, too,” I murmur into the cushion.

“Do you want to go sometime this week?” Wyatt asks, his thumb brushing against the back of my head. The gesture makes me want to cry.

This morning, I convinced myself that I need to do this soon. Wyatt just further enforced that doing it that way is the best idea. While I wouldn’t consider Gavin to be like Lily’s husband, I can see how more issues might arise the longer I wait to handle this. 

Why does this still feel like it’s going too fast? Like I have to make decisions that I’m not ready to make?

“I think I need to talk to him first.”

“We can stay at a hotel for a night. You can do what you have to do and let us know when you need us,” Avery suggests.

“I need to figure out if I need a U-haul or just a couple of trucks.” 

Which Seth, Wyatt, and EJ all have.

“You’re going to take some of the stuff in that house. It’s yours, too,” Avery says sternly.

“I just don’t care enough,” I admit, peeling my face from the couch to look at her.

He can keep the appliances, the TVs, and the bed we’ve slept in. I can’t find the will to want any of that stuff, especially since I’m going to relocate one way or another. I can always buy new stuff. I’d rather not rip each other to shreds over a piece of furniture.

“You don’t care now, but you might later. Protect your future self,” Wyatt says, hand falling to my shoulder. 

That familiar whoosh goes through my stomach again. My future self is alone. She doesn’t have a home or a relationship. She’s building from the ground up again. She’s scared. More scared than I am now, stuck in the in-between. 

I do want to protect her. With all of my might. 

“You don’t have to make the call now,” he adds gently. “Just let me know where and when, P. I’ll be there.”

I meet his eyes. All I see is warmth, love, and pain. For me. He would be there whenever I needed him to, no matter the circumstances. I know that. I trust that. He’s one of my favourite people on the planet for a reason. Our crew is as close to family as you can get without sharing blood, probably even closer in some instances.

Might be all the blood oaths, though.

I reach up to the hand on my shoulder and wrap my fingers around it. I squeeze. Three times. On the third, he holds on for dear life, and he leans in close enough so that only him and I can hear the next words he says.

“I got you for life. You know that, right?”

I curl inwardly, unable to help the way that comment hurts in the best way. Still holding my coffee, I let myself fall into him, winding an arm around his broad shoulders. 

He hugs me back. It’s so gentle, but sturdy at the same time. 

“Yeah. We both got that life sentence, buddy. But it’s a good one.”

“No parole,” he grumbles, kissing my hair.

“No parole.” I laugh.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
penny


Three days later, I pull into the driveway of the home that I called my own for a few short months. He’s expecting me. After over a week of space with absolutely no communication, I was the one to text him first.

It was a very brief conversation.

I made it very clear that I would not be staying in this house. 

My friends refused to give me a day alone. They followed me all the way to London and kept themselves occupied until I called them in like my own personal bodyguards.

The second that I pulled onto my street, I was flooded with gratitude that they wouldn’t let me do this by myself. I couldn’t have done it without knowing Ave was just a few minutes away.

I have no game that I’m playing. I asked for what is fair and nothing more. I just want to be rid of him so I can heal. I need to heal because I'm starting to poison every avenue of my life and that wound starts here, right where the first bullet was fired.

He agreed.

I’m not stupid enough to think it’ll be that easy, but at least we’re on the same page at the starting line. Hopefully, we both make it to the finish in one piece before hacking each other to bits until we bleed out and there’s nothing left of either of us.

He’s hiding out back when multiple sets of headlights sweep past the window to signify the arrival of my friends. I charge right out of the front door to meet them.

The moment Avery reaches me, she meets my eyes with an expression of fortitude. She nods, even though I haven’t been able to utter a single word.

“Let’s get you out of here.”

Two towering bodies join her on the steps, flanking her on either side. Wyatt has his hat pulled low, and his hands buried in the pockets of his black bomber jacket. His strong jaw is tense, but he dips his chin in support.

I remember why people on the ice feared this man. Not everyone saw him as a giant teddy bear with chocolate brown eyes and a crooked smile. They saw that.

We work quickly and efficiently. When the rooms start to get emptier and emptier, reality comes crashing down onto my shoulders with the force of a small hurricane. I don’t care about this house, but I care about my home. It dawns on me that I don’t have a home anymore. 

It’s as I do one last sweep of the house that my ex-boyfriend decides to come back inside from where he was hiding and try his best attempt at some form of closure.

“I feel like we should talk a bit.” When I stare at him, perplexed, he continues. “You’re clearly pissed off.”

That’s when I lose all my composure.

I don’t remember what I said, or what he said. All I know is that it changed nothing, and it didn’t make me feel any better or any worse.

At some point, our voices got too loud, and the door flew open.

Wyatt storms into the house, forcing both me and Gavin to look his way. His dark eyes are locked onto my ex-boyfriend. He strides right up to where we stand, face to face, and puts himself between us. 

“What’s the problem here?” he bellows. He is so much taller than Gavin that it’s borderline humiliating to watch him look down at him like he’s a bug.

“It’s fine,” I mumble.

Gavin rolls his eyes. “She can fight her own battles.”

“I’m aware,” Wyatt says, his jaw ticking. “But she's fought enough of them putting up with you for all these years. We figured we’d give her a hand with this one. So, what is the problem here, Gavin?”

I flinch, and Gavin’s eyes darken.

“Always the voice of reason, Wyatt. I think you’d need to have a relationship of any substance before you’re thirty to provide any form of insight, but good effort.”

Wyatt’s lip twitches upward, and I know that look. I’ve seen it many times over the years, and I do not need him catching an assault charge while he helps me move. But boy, do I love him for being who he is. A protector, through and through.

I touch his arm. “I’ll meet you guys outside. I’m fine, Wy. Really.”

Wyatt and Gavin are still staring at each other, each daring the other to make a move. I have to give Gavin some props, he doesn’t balk or flinch away. 

“Better hurry. Avery wants a piece of him. Seth’s holding her back, but it’s only a matter of time before he lets her loose.”

Gavin rolls his eyes and Wyatt’s gaze goes slack. He takes a threatening step forward, so I put myself between them, placing my hands on Wyatt’s chest. I gently push him toward the door. The movement seems to break him from his trance, but it doesn’t force his eyes away from my ex-boyfriend.

“Shout if you need anything,” he says, shooting one last look of warning at Gavin. “Always good to see you, buddy.”

I shut the door behind him and fall forward, pressing my head to the cool surface.

God, I’m tired.

I take a few deep breaths, exhausted and overwhelmed and just so, so done. I can physically feel Gavin staring at me, just a few feet away, but still—I can’t move. 

I am so damn tired.

Swallowing my emotion, I glance at him over my shoulder. He opens his mouth to say something, but I cut him off before he can. I don’t need anything else from him. Not a word. Not a second of his time.

“Goodbye, Gavin.”

He smiles softly, nodding. I see something then, something in his eyes—a sadness, maybe. An understanding? I step out of the door before he can touch me or say anything more, and I shut it behind me, entering the next phase of my life with him on the other side of it.

I suck in a breath of cold, fresh air. 

I’m free.

I try not to run down the steps to where three bodies are waiting for me behind the loaded U-haul, but it’s hard not to. I make an honest attempt to smile as I reach them, though it wavers.

Avery steps forward and pulls me into her arms. I finally lower my guard and melt into her touch, allowing her to take care of me. My true other half.

It’s over.

Wyatt wraps his arms around us both, pressing his lips to my head. A protector.

Seth hugs his fiancé’s side but places a steady hand on my back. A mediator.

I have an army of people who love me. One less will not kill me.

“Want me to ride to the hotel with you?” Avery’s muffled voice asks against my sweater.

“I think that I need a few minutes alone.”

She nods solemnly. “Okay, we’ll see you there. We’re getting pizza and wine and we’re turning this night around.”

I smile gratefully, thanking them again before making my way to my vehicle. I wait until both the U-Haul and Seth’s truck pull away, and only then do I put the SUV into drive. 

I don’t look at the house that I’m leaving behind. I don’t dare look back at the life that I left beyond that door. I don’t check to see if Gavin cares enough to watch me pull away for the last time. 

I stare ahead and only ahead. 

The second I turn off our street, a wave of pain crashes through me and I let it. It’s lethal and unrelenting. I welcome it. I feel it. Big, ugly sobs wreck through me. My hands shake on the wheel to the point where I can no longer keep the car straight on the road. I can’t breathe. It’s done. It’s over. I’m relieved and broken all at the same time. I’m officially entering a new, unexpected chapter and I’m doing it on my own and I can’t breathe. 

I drive slow enough that I lose track of Seth and Wyatt. The taillights of their vehicles blur into fuzzy blobs of red. My sobs start to become hysterical.

I pull over to the side of the road and rest my head on the steering wheel, allowing myself to cry in the ugliest of ways. My sobs are loud enough to scare me, near screams, and boy, this hurts more than any physical pain has ever felt. I’m being torn apart from the inside, burned and beaten. It’s not visible to the naked eye, but I can feel every second of it taking me down.

How does grief feel this guttural when the person is still alive?

I want to stop feeling. I wish I didn’t care. I really wish I could shut it all off—not feeling anything at all anymore. Forever. It would be so much easier than whatever hell this is. 

There wasn’t an ounce of regret in his eyes. No look of love or genuine care. After all these years, he still couldn’t muster up enough respect to pretend like this was killing him the way it is killing me.

My mind whirls to Declan. 

He had made me the center of the world for one night and he didn’t even owe me that. He took care of me when he didn’t have to. He made me feel beautiful and reminded me of how I should be treated. He managed more in one night than Gavin had in years.

He would have been here if I had asked. He would have been a human shield between Gavin and I, if I needed him to be. Wyatt is a protector and Seth is a mediator, but Declan is the judge, jury, and the executioner. Gavin wouldn’t have left this evening in one piece.

I pull my phone from my pocket and dial his number. It’s a knee-jerk reaction, and probably a bad idea, but I just need to hear his voice and hear him say my name in the way only he does. I need to know that he’d still answer.

It rings over my speakers. It only rings twice.

“Penny?”

Something in me deflates. Penny.

He sounds frantic. Frazzled. It warms me in some twisted way, but it also makes the pain skyrocket, the burning intensifying until it’s almost unbearable. He answered, just like I hoped he would, but I suddenly can’t find my voice. 

I hurt him.

Penny.

The distance between us is thick and unnerving, but god, I miss him.

I sob into my hand, listening to the silence on Declan’s end. He’s waiting for me to say something. He’s wondering why I’m not. We both wait. I’m not sure what I’m waiting for, but without a doubt, he’s waiting for me.

I slump against my steering wheel again, burying my face in my arms and I cry.

What is going on inside of my head? It’s loud, but thoughtless—like there are one million flies buzzing around between my temples, ready to feast on all the rotting and damaged parts of me when the pain inside of my chest finally takes me out.

“Penny? Hello?”

I muffle my sniffles with my sleeve. Penny.

“Lucky? Is this a butt-dial? You there?”

Lucky.

A cry breaks through my throat, and I hurriedly reach over and end the call. My heart races, a caress of relief soothing the agony that has lived inside of me for days now. Humiliation chases that relief, faster than it entirely, stomping it out with its heavy footing.

That was a dumb idea.

What would I say to him? Sorry that I treated you so horribly after we slept together, but I really need you right now? 

Am I really that selfish? 

Now he’s heard me sobbing on the other end of the line after ghosting him for days.

Who the hell have I become?

I suck in a breath, leaning back in my seat. I reach up to wipe my face free of tears when my phone starts buzzing.

Of course it does. My heart aches as I look at it. 

I’m an asshole. I’m a horrible, unforgivable asshole. 

I let it ring and go to voicemail, staring at the sunroof of my car. The buzzing in my head gets louder, almost torturous.

I can’t.

He calls three more times. 

I sit in silence as my tears slow. When it becomes easier to catch my breath, I risk a look at my phone. Four missed calls and numerous texts.

Declan


Did you mean to call me?




P, pick up. Were you crying?




Please.




Just let me know you’re okay, okay?




I lock my phone, taking a shaky breath in. I’m in shambles and I called him, knowing what happened the last time I did this to him. Knowing that for some unknown reason, any connection with him sends me running for my life. And my god, the guy still answered. 

He deserves a better friend.

I can’t put him through the same thing that I did last time. No, no matter what is going on with me, I can’t let him worry like that again.

I quickly send him a text that hurts my soul.

Me


Accident!




Hating myself, I put my car into drive and force myself back on track.

I don’t even know who I am anymore. I can’t drag him down with me while I figure it out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
penny


I arrive at the hotel at the same time as the guy with the pizza. Before he can knock, I pay for the three, large pies and send him on his way. His eyes are full of concern as I thank him, and I really can’t blame him. My eyes are bloodshot, my mascara is smeared on my cheeks despite my best efforts, and my nose is a bright, blinding red.

He doesn’t say anything. The poor boy just thanks me and smiles sympathetically, as if he’s afraid I'll shatter into pieces if he moves too fast. He slowly makes his way back to the elevators, looking over his shoulder every few steps.

Sighing, I force myself to keep it together and knock on the hotel room door. It swings open before my third knock.

I peer over the big, white boxes at my friends, but before I can even take another step, Avery is rushing forward and taking them from me, her short body vanishing behind them, and Seth is pushing a full glass of wine into my hand instead.

Well, I could get used to this.

“Are they outside?” Wyatt asks, fishing out his wallet.

“Who?”

“The person who handed you those pizzas. Unless that’s where you were for the last half hour. Cooking them.”

“Oh,” I say, sipping my wine. “No, I took care of that. Thanks for ordering.”

“What?” Avery snaps, whirling around. “You can’t buy your own break-up pizza. That is sacrilegious.”

Seth rolls his eyes.

“You guys drove eight hours and helped me move. The least I can do is pay for the pizza. Just shut up and eat.”

Avery stares at me, her arms crossed in front of her, but the guys don’t need any further persuading. Wyatt rips open each pizza box, one after another. Seth dives for the meat lovers, but Wyatt takes one of each. 

I linger, watching my friends, feeling more grateful than I can convey. My army. I can’t believe I considered doing this alone.

“Are you okay?” Avery asks gently.

I meet her eyes, thankful that I had my meltdown in private. I don’t want them to spend the rest of the night feeling sorry for me, or feeling like they need to coddle me. They’ve done enough for me tonight. More than enough. This wasn’t easy for any of us.

“I will be.” That’s the truth.

“Did you get it all out on the way here?” she says, keeping her voice quiet for my sake.

I hate the way my lip wobbles at the question. Acknowledging how wrecked I had been on the drive here makes it feel fresh again. It’s like when you’re on the brink of losing it and someone asks if you're alright. I don’t want to fall apart. Not again. The last time took everything out of me.

Either Avery can see the evidence of my tears all over my face, or she just knows me far too well. It was much, much worse than a couple of tears and a self-published pep talk. I hold everything in until it suffocates me, so when it comes to the surface, it’s never pretty.

“I think so,” I say, and I nudge her toward the pizza with my elbow.

Avery works up an appetite when she’s running high on any emotion. I know it took all her self-restraint and Seth’s ability to hold her back to keep her from ripping into Gavin tonight. She is dying to have a slice right now.

Instead of turning to feed herself like I urged her to do, she wraps her fingers around my forearm and pulls me in for a hug. I stumble into her, not expecting it. Her head bumps my shoulder with the height difference, and comfort floods me at the feeling. 

We both squeeze each other once, twice, and a third time.

Always three.

When we let each other go, she appeases me and spins around, picking up two slices of pepperoni. She grabs another plate and adds one cheese and one pepperoni, shooting me a stern look when she pushes it into my hands.

The instructions are clear. Eat. 

“Game starts in fifteen. You guys cool with watching it together, or do you want twin time?” Seth asks, wiping sauce from his lips.

Avery glances at me as she nibbles the end of her slice.

I pause momentarily, and her eyes soften—but I’m not hesitating because I need a shoulder to cry on. I’m hesitating because I’m an idiot. I called Declan when he had a game in just over an hour? His pre-game ritual is critical to him, always has been, and I just threw a wrench in it.

I don’t think I can explain to you just how bad that is. 

All three of them are staring at me now. Avery is half off the bed by the time I shake my head and motion for them to stay sitting. They all relax, but look wholly uncertain if they should trust asking me what I need right now.

“Stay! Stay! I just didn’t know that he had a game tonight.”

“Yeah, he’s in Montreal,” Seth says.

“Oh,” I say, forcing a smile. “Let’s watch him win then, shall we?”

Wyatt sinks back into the pillows, shoveling his pizza into his mouth at record speed. 

Avery slides in next to Seth on the bed closest to the door, so I scurry over and crawl in next to Wyatt. I begin to scarf down my pizza, almost giving Wyatt a run for his money. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, but being so anxious that I skipped breakfast, lunch, and road trip snacks must have caught up with me. Downing this meal with wine makes it taste even better.

Wyatt eats his whole plate of pizza by the time I’m finishing my second slice, and even jumps up to get some more. I’m not sure where the hell he puts it. He’s built like a damn house. Tall and sturdy and rippled with muscles. He returns with another slice of cheese on top of his own and slaps it on my plate.

I groan at the thought of another piece but dance a little in my seat anyway. I’m a tad bit grateful I’m not the kind of sad that makes me lose my appetite. I’ll happily eat my slices snuggled in bed with my friends, watching our other friend kick some ass on the television.

When the game starts, the drinks begin to flow. Wyatt and Seth are already two beers in by the end of the national anthem. I search for Declan, but I don’t need to look very hard. Since the fans love him, the broadcasters treat their viewers with a close-up of him staring up at the flags.

His mouthguard is hanging out of his mouth. His eyes are hyper-focused, jaw clenched as he twirls his guard between his teeth. He’s swaying from foot to foot, slapping his stick on the ice. 

“Shit,” Seth mutters.

“Someone’s in a bad mood.”

I glance at Wyatt, but he’s smirking like this is a good thing. He rubs his hands together excitedly. 

“We should place bets on how long it takes him to get a penalty.”

“Four minutes,” Wyatt says confidently.

“Ten,” Seth counters.

“Twenty bucks on it?” Wyatt wiggles his eyebrows, taking a sip of his beer.

“You’re on, bud.”

“How can you tell he’s in a bad mood?” Avery asks.

His mouth.

“You’ve never noticed that thing Dec does with his mouth when he’s pissed off?” Wyatt asks, glancing over at her. She shakes her head. “He bites the inside of his cheek over and over like it’s the only way he can calm himself down. It’s his tell. He’s out for blood tonight.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Avery asks.

“I don’t know. I tried to call him earlier to chat, but you know he doesn’t answer the day of his games. Can’t mess with the ritual,” Seth says.

My blood turns to ice. Right. Can’t mess with the ritual.

Everyone’s staring at the screen as the puck drops. I am so tense I feel like I’m going to need some WD-40 to move my joints by the end of this game. I’m watching the screen, but I’m not really watching. I can’t think about anything besides what the hell I just did.

He answered my call today. He broke his pregame ritual to answer my phone call. 

I then proceeded to ignore him. Again. He broke that ritual even further by texting me repeatedly. Besides my one-word reply, I ignored those, too. I thought that made me less selfish, refusing to drag him back into my chaos. Turns out, I was wrong.

I wince at myself. A fight is one thing. Ignoring him after we sleep together is another. Messing with his career without a thought for anyone besides myself? That’s unforgivable. 

I sink into the pillows, hiding my shame in a room full of people who don’t know what I’ve done. 

Wyatt reaches over and rubs his fingers messily through my hair. He slings his arm around my shoulders. He’s checking in, just in his own way. He thinks I’m upset about Gavin. About tonight. If he only knew what I’ve actually done.

Three minutes and four seconds into the first period, Declan is being hauled to the penalty box. 

Wyatt screams in triumph, shooting off the bed with his fist in the air. He nearly drops his twentieth slice of pizza onto the white bedding.

Seth groans as Wyatt does a victory dance around the bed with his hand outstretched, wiggling his fingers, ready to collect his winnings. 

Seth fishes for his wallet with a roll of his eyes, slapping a twenty-dollar bill into Wyatt’s awaiting palm.

Yet, my eyes are still glued to the screen. 

Declan throws his hand up before he enters the penalty box, his eyes full of fire. He’s screaming at someone, his dark brows furrowed and his glove violently moving in the air. He inches forward toward another player, but he’s quickly pulled back by his teammate.

With one, clear ‘fuck’ shouted at the top of his lungs, he steps inside of the box and slams the door shut. He whirls around, smacking his stick on the bench over and over while fans gawk at him like an angry fish in a tank.

Wyatt shimmies back to his spot with a fresh beer and a fresh twenty-dollar bill. He shakes his head as he falls back onto the bed, cracks open the can, and lets out a happy sigh.

“Brace yourself, kids,” he says, reaching up to put one hand behind his head. “Dickhead Dec is on the ice tonight.”

I slide under the blankets and pull them up to my chest. I ditch the glass and start drinking the wine right out of the bottle. By the end of the game, I’m nuzzled into Wyatt’s side, and he has one arm loosely hung around my shoulders.

I’m petrified by what I might have caused. 

This game is chaos.

Avery fell asleep half an hour ago. I couldn’t sleep if I wanted to. 

I debated texting Declan during the first intermission to apologize. His game is off, and I don’t have the ego to blame that entirely on myself, but his routine has always been a big deal to him. He’s in his own head because of that phone call, and I have to take ownership of that. 

He’s losing control of the puck more than he should be. He’s shooting wide and he’s mouthing off, which is entirely out of character for him on the ice in his professional career. He takes his job very seriously. That means he keeps his head down and gets goals. 

Yet, here he is, being a completely different type of player. 

He shoved a player from the opposite team at one point, and he actually looked excited when the big oaf came barrelling toward him with the promise of a fight. Declan’s teammate, the big guy—Forkerro, maybe? Forkerro came out of nowhere and smoked the guy that Declan wanted for himself.

For a split second, the four of us held our breath. The look Declan gave his teammate was lethal. It looked like he was going to sucker his own guy right in the face for getting in the way.

That rage is something I have never seen from him before. I decided not to text him. Mostly because he wasn’t going to check his phone in time, anyway. If he lost and saw my name on his phone after a game like this, it might backfire all together.

They lost. 

They lost pretty damn badly. 

Even as somebody who doesn’t know all the ins and outs of hockey, but enjoys watching it, it wasn’t difficult to see that their loss was directly related to Declan’s behaviour. He was making a lot of dumb, selfish mistakes that caused the team to suffer. 

At the final buzzer, Wyatt and Seth slowly turn to look at each other. Unease spreads through the room, all but Avery aware of how much of a shitshow that had been. Declan played the way EJ used to—selfishly, temperamentally, and with a chip on his shoulder as big as this planet.

“I’ll text him,” Seth mutters, and immediately grabs his phone.

I don’t want to be here for this conversation.

“I’m going to have a shower and get to bed. I want to get out of here early tomorrow.”

I begin to collect the garbage around the room, suddenly desperate to get them out of here. Declan can say whatever he wants to his friends, but I don’t have to stick around and witness it. He can have that refuge with the boys. He doesn’t need an audience.

Wyatt scrambles up from the bed to help me, downing the rest of his beer. 

Seth gently tucks Avery into the bed she fell asleep in. She wants to stay with me tonight, which I desperately need, so Wyatt and Seth agreed to take the room next door. I don’t think it was ever really a question, to be honest. Sometimes, it’s like Seth and I have joint custody over her. Tonight, she’s mine, but he will have her back tomorrow.

As the highlights slide through the room, we pretend to clean, but it’s obvious we’re all listening carefully to see what the world has to say about Declan’s performance. 

It was bad. Really bad. Like the worst game since he entered the league kind of bad. 

I regret a lot of things in life. 

I regret moving with Gavin. I regret drinking a fifth of cinnamon whiskey freshman year and puking all over the dancefloor at that frat party, but I regret nothing as much as I regret making that call. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
declan


The second Seth’s name flashes across my screen, I jump up and grab my phone. I’m fueled by pure anxiety and anger right now, and that’s never a good combination. Not even an ice bath helped.

I need to answer this call, even if talking to people is the last thing that I want to do right now. 

After that bullshit game, I got reamed out by Coach for an hour straight. Literally an hour. I watched the clock behind his head in the empty locker room. I considered mouthing off to him for a second, fury still coursing through my veins, but at some point, it dawned on me that he was right. 

I am in the pros, and I need to act like it. I worked my ass off to get here. I need to play like I want to stay. 

But fuck, all I could think about was Pen. Seeing her name on my phone stopped me dead in my tracks. I have a routine. I do not talk to anyone from noon onward. I lap the stands before the rink opens to the public. I listen to my podcasts and shut out the world.

I definitely do not answer phone calls. For anyone. Ever.

But this was different. I saw her name and lost all sense of reason. My brain short-circuited and I stared at my phone like it was a bomb. 

It wasn’t because I was relieved to see her name.

Penny doesn’t give things up easily. Whatever pissed her off after we slept together, there is no way that she just suddenly got over it and wanted to have a nice, little chat. I can count on one hand how many times we’ve talked on the phone through the duration of our friendship. 

Penny doesn’t just call me.

It took another second of staring at her name before my heart sunk to my fucking toes. If Penny was calling, it was urgent, and it was at that moment that I remembered something Seth had mentioned. 

They were going to London to move her out of her house today.

Any frustration I had with her vanished and I answered the call. The pre-game ritual went out the window and I didn’t care. For a moment, when she didn’t speak, I figured it was an accident. But I know I heard her crying. It sent chills all the way down my back and straight to my calves. 

She hung up far too quickly. She ignored my texts. It scared the shit out of me. The worst-case scenarios entered my head at rapid speed. Every instinct in my body was screaming that something was wrong.

But then she texted that one, stupid word. A single word that sounded nothing like her: Accident!

And just like that, my head was scrambled.

I spent so much time trying to get a hold of her that I didn’t think to try and get a hold of anyone else. By the time I was gearing up, I still had no idea if she was the one who sent that message. Had she accidentally called me, or was there some accident and she needed help? 

She was fucking crying. I’m sure of it.

“Dec.”

I ignore him. “What happened with Penny?”

Seth is quiet for a second. I hear him shuffling around. “What?”

“You moved her out tonight, didn’t you?”

There’s a pause. 

“Uh, yeah man, but I didn’t call about that. I called to check in. That game was atrocious.”

I pace around my room, running a hand over my face. This is what we do for each other, me and the guys from college. We keep each other on our best game and hype each other up when we get there. Tonight was definitely not my best game, so it’s not like this conversation is unwarranted. I just don’t particularly want to talk about hockey right now.

“Yeah,” I bite out. “I know. Are you still in London?”

I’m in Montreal. How long of a drive is that?

Another long pause. I can practically see him lying on his bed with his legs outstretched, crossed at the ankles while wearing the frown of the century, wondering if I got concussed when Stevens checked me into the boards.

“Yeah. We’re at the hotel. Wyatt’s in the shower. I figured I’d call and check in before he gets out and starts roasting you.”

“I’m not in the mood.”

“I’m aware. I’m also sure Wyatt won’t give a shit.”

“So, it’s just you and Wyatt?” I ask. There is no other sound on the other end of the line. No girls chattering in the background, no murmur from the television. It’s like he went into a soundproof room just to make me sweat.

“The twins are in the next room over. What is going on?”

A long breath of relief leaves me. I stop pacing, dropping my head forward. My heart rights itself a bit. 

She’s fine. 

She’s safe. 

This isn’t a situation like with Wyatt’s sister.

I’m relieved because my friend is okay. That’s all it is. That’s all it has to be. 

“Is Wyatt out of the shower yet?”

“No.”

“Alright. This stays between us.”

“Dec…” he warns, his voice quiet.

“Between us, Seth. For Pen’s sake. You know how she is about her personal shit.”

Like I’ve respected that in the past.

Seth stays quiet.

“I only have five minutes before Forker’s back with the food. So, between us or not?”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine.”

“She called me tonight,” I say, rubbing my hand over my jaw. Seth remains irritatingly silent, so I keep talking. “She didn’t say anything, but I could hear her on the other end of the line, and she was a fucking mess.”

Seth lets out a long breath. “Shit.”

“She was okay when you were with her?”

“She had one moment when we were clearing out her things, but she was remarkably composed. I had no idea. She didn’t let on.”

Something in my chest aches. Why me? Why call me? I tried to make it clear that it was never going to be a simple one-night stand with us, and that I wasn’t going anywhere—but she chose to make it abundantly clear that she wants nothing to do with me instead.

It didn’t have to be anything more. I never said that. But I never intended for it to burn our friendship to the ground. I want to be there for her. I want her to send me pictures of the dogs that she sees throughout her day like she used to. I want… fuck, I just wanted everything to stay the same. At the very least. 

She wanted otherwise.

So, why call me? Avery and Wyatt were within reaching distance.

It didn’t matter that it was a game night, or that I’m not on home ice. I was picturing Penny and Gavin locked in a room together, with him spitting all those nasty things he tends to say to her right in her face. 

Because it’s Gollum. Gollum fucking sucks.

“I thought something happened, man. I had no time to call any of you. She just hung up. I sent EJ a quick text since he’s always glued to his phone and told him to call the arena if there was an emergency. He didn’t answer. I thought… I don’t know what I thought.”

“EJ got called out of town for work. He won’t have reception in the mines. She’s fine, man. She’s hopped up on pizza and wine, so it’s a best-case scenario over here. You losing really bummed her out, though.”

I pause. “She moved her shit out tonight and you guys still watched my game?”

She watched my game?

Seth lets out a quiet laugh. “We always watch your games.”

Warmth floods through me, taking over the iciness that has sat there since that call. I want to relax, but I can’t. My mind is fucked. She’s fucked it. I can’t figure out how to make it right again.

“Is that Lowesy? Tell him I’ll take his spot if he wants to piss away his career so soon.” Wyatt’s voice slides through the receiver.

“Wyatt says hi.”

“Tell him to suck my dick,” I mutter, and even though my hotel room door has not opened, I pretend that it has. “Fork’s back with dinner. I should get going. Time to de-stress and all that shit.”

“You good?” Seth asks after a small pause.

My performance was out of character tonight. Nobody knows that better than myself and the guys I played with in college. I’m never off my game, not even when my personal life is up in flames. It’s my fucking superpower. 

It’s Wyatt’s job to push me to be better. Always has been. I just don’t want to hear it tonight.

I can’t admit out loud that it was the idea of Penny being in trouble. I can’t allow myself to acknowledge that, apparently, she’s my kryptonite. 

“I’m good.”

“Dec?” Seth asks, hesitancy in his voice.

“Yeah?”

“You broke your pre-game ritual for that call.” 

My eyes flutter shut as I lower myself down onto the edge of my bed, ignoring the strange mixture of anger and nausea that sweeps through my stomach. 

“Yeah, I know.”

There’s another pause. A Seth pause. I swear he does it for dramatic effect, so you can think about what he’s implying and stew in it like he wants you to. Seth thinks there’s a message here, but he’s not going to tell me what that is, he’ll want me to figure it out on my own like I’m my own fucking oracle.

“Well, as long as you know. Call me tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I want to go over some plays that might help you!” Wyatt shouts in the background.

“Bye, you goons.”

I hang up and suck in a big, full breath. 

Whatever Seth was getting at was him trying to put pieces together and nothing else. There is no way in hell Penny owned up to us sleeping together. Not only because she wouldn’t want to make anything weird between our friends, but because she wouldn’t want people to know she was moaning my name in my ear just hours after she and Gavin broke up. It’s just who she is. All prideful and shit.

The memory of her underneath me flashes through my mind—dishevelled, exhausted, and incredible.

Fuck. 

I’m hard as a fucking rock now, sitting in my empty hotel room, moments before my other best friend comes back with food. I try not to think about it, because once I do, I can’t think of much else. When I do… I tend to trail off and think of more.

Like her smile blinding me in the dark.

Like the way her eyes softened when I called her beautiful.

I can still feel her. I can still hear her when I try to sleep, when I try to think.

I run my hands over my face and let out a frustrated groan. 

She’s an irritating woman, that’s what she is. She always has been. It’s a miracle that we’ve stayed friends for so long. She’s stubborn to a fucking fault, and honestly, it’s ridiculous. Who would put up with her when she makes you navigate the landmines that she tosses around herself?

I think about how she used to dress up for that sack of shit and he wouldn’t even compliment her. I think about how he could take one look at that woman and say he wasn’t proud to be with her. 

Anger boils my blood.

I would.

I would step on every fucking landmine if that meant I got to keep her around. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
penny


“Wake up. I want to see the look on your face when you realize I’m the greatest friend in the whole, wide world.”

I pry my eyes open, squinting through the space between my arm and the pillow, where I’d apparently buried my head last night. It must be early. The hotel room is still dark. I let out a soft breath. It’s relieving to hide in the shadows sometimes.

Avery is holding a wonderful sight. The smell of hot coffee and hazelnut wafts through the room and I am shooting up in bed, snatching it from her hands before she can even utter another word.

Avery grins, nodding with satisfaction. I guess my face gives off enough ‘Avery is the bestest friend ever vibes’ to confirm that yes, I do think she’s the greatest and she can relax now.

I take a sip and study her. 

She sits down on her bed, basking in her ‘best friend’ glory. She’s still in her pj’s. There is no way in hell that my sleep-loving friend left this hotel to get coffee in those tiny little booty shorts before the sun rose.

“Take out or the boys?” I ask, rubbing the sleep from my eye.

She shoots me a hard look. “What do you mean? Couldn’t I have gone out on my own? I’m an independent bitch.”

“There is absolutely no way you were up at six in the morning with enough pep in your step to do that.”

She rolls her eyes. “Seth and Wyatt popped in on their way back from fuelling up.”

I laugh into the lid of my cup. I hadn’t woken up for any of it. My mind must have finally succumbed to how exhausted my heart is. I fell asleep thinking about Declan and how badly I messed up, but I dreamed of Gavin and I sitting on the back porch, listening to music and drinking wine. 

Talk about a muddled head.

“Feel better this morning?”

Worse, actually.

I glance at her, running a hand through my tangled hair. “No. Not really.”

“To be expected,” she says with a slow nod. “We’ll unload your stuff at your parents’ place, and then we’ll go back home and crack two bottles of wine. Or tequila. Your choice. You’re staying over, right?”

“Ave,” I sigh, leaning my head back against the headboard. Her eyes narrow at my tone. “You’re newly engaged. Do you really want me interrupting every single moment of this stage of your life?”

“Yes,” she says instantly. “Plus, Seth owes me. He didn’t want to invite my second half to my engagement? She gets to live with us for a bit instead.”

My lip twitches. “Ave.”

“It’s a non-issue, Pen. I love you. Seth loves you, and you’d go crazy living with your parents again. Stay with us until you decide what to do next. You’re never imposing.”

Avery deserves to enjoy this phase. She won’t be a fiancé for long, if I know her at all. She’s going to run that boy down the aisle, which means she’ll only have a small window of time to enjoy being engaged. 

Marriage is a whole different ball game. It’s the last step. Besides kids, the only step that follows is divorce and that’s not in the cards for them, anyway. Do they really want their adopted, recently single child lingering in their home when they should be delighting in each other? I’m like a bad relationship omen at this point.

“Fine. But just for now.”

She flashes a toothy smile, sipping her latte. “Fine. But just forever.”

I glare at her. “You’re up too early. You’re going to crash before eleven.”

“Guaranteed.” She confirms with a nod. I can’t help but laugh. “Want company for the ride home? I will not be very entertaining, but Seth would probably enjoy the peace. We all know Wyatt doesn’t want my ass in the U-haul.”

A reminder of how much I owe them sweeps over me. Wyatt is driving a U-haul back eight hours on his own just because I wanted to drive down by myself. I needed the silence and the time to think before I faced what was waiting for me at home. I didn’t want to have to wear a brave face for eight whole hours.

None of them even blinked. Instead, they dove into who would drive which vehicle and when we’d all leave. Avery booked the hotel in under four seconds, refused to accept money for it, and it was over. It was as easy as that. 

“Can we listen to our playlist?” I mutter against my cup. 

It’s a playlist made up of One Direction and eighties rock. It’s called Ones N’ Roses and it’s going to be our legacy in the years to come.

Avery’s lips pull upward. “Turned all the way up, baby.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
declan


“You finally cool down, man?”

I glance toward the door of the locker room. 

Saltzy waltzes in with the air of a king, like always, because that’s what he thinks he is. To be fair, he pretty much is hockey royalty. His dad, Gene Saltzman, is a legend. Saltzy, Callum Saltzman, he’s gearing up to be even better.

His auburn hair has a fresh fade, flowing into the most gnarly mullet that he somehow pulls off. He manages to look sharp dressed in that hairdo, joggers, and a long-sleeved athletic shirt. He reeks of money, even on a team full of guys that bathe in it. The worst part about him is that he’s the most expressionless guy on the fucking planet. He’s not rude, not nice, not anything. You just can’t tell what he’s feeling or thinking. Ever. 

“I’m good,” I murmur, returning to taping the end of my stick.

He drops down on the bench, ripping open his bag. Those big, green eyes are burning holes into the side of my head. I’ve had just about enough of the passing comments from the guys. I guess it’s time for the captain to step in.

“That wasn’t like you, Lowesy.”

I clench my jaw, but tear at the tape, not giving him my attention. 

I’m not a talker at work. I never have been. Even with my boys from college, I don’t give more than I have to, not about myself. That obviously changed with EJ, Wyatt, and Seth. They’re family now—but the rest of them? No chance. Nobody needs to know my business.

My teammates are my new “boys”, but they’re also my coworkers. They are synonymous with work to me, and I don’t like to shit where I eat. They don’t need to know the inner workings of my life, of that life.

I don’t need them knowing her name or the power she holds over me.

Here, I talk about hockey and hockey alone. That’s it. That’s what they pay me for.

I know the common consensus is that girls are dramatic and talk behind each other’s backs, even when they like each other—but male athletes are ten times worse, and I stand by that statement. 

I tell Forker all the grimy and pathetic details of my life, but he’s the exception to every one of my rules. I kind of love the guy. Besides him, nobody needs to know what I have going on, even if it’s impacting the team.

“I was just off my game. It pissed me off. Then naturally, I got even worse.”

Saltzy nods, his hand buried in his bag. His stare is heavy now, and I don’t want to risk looking over to see if he’s buying it. I really don’t care if he isn’t. It’s not like telling him the truth would make any sense to him, anyway. It doesn’t even make sense to me.

I fucked one of my best friends a few hours after she broke up with her long-term boyfriend and now, I can’t stop thinking about her. Also, she suddenly decided she hates me and is actively trying to erase me from her life. Actually, the cutting me out part kind of happened before the sex. Then, there was the phone call.

It’s a fucking mess.

“You want to elaborate?”

I sigh, tearing the tape before dropping my hands. I turn to glare at him, and I’m already mad that I did. The fucking idiot is looking at me with such sincerity on that typically blank face, that I almost want to tell him everything to appease him.

“Not really, Saltzy. No.”

His lips press together in a tight line, but he doesn’t push. He just nods, his stare lingering for a moment, and then reaches down to retrieve the rest of his gear from his bag like it’s absolutely fine that I’m single handedly sabotaging our team.

“All good. Let me know if that changes. Lord knows I’ve had a chick or two messing with my game before.”

Captain. Hockey royalty. Apparently moonlights as Raven Baxter on the weekends. Add psychic to his list of titles. He should meet Seth, they have quite a bit in common.

“It’s not a chick,” I say, but I’m sure the snap of my tone gives me away. For some reason, that felt like something I had to say. 

I am trying to convince myself that I’m not letting a woman have this much power over my career. By the look on his face, I don’t think Saltzy bought a second of it. Hell, I know I didn’t.

Saltzy’s eyes flicker back to mine. He thinks about it for a second, but then he just places his skate beside him on the bench and dips his chin again.

“Okay.”

A man of many words.

Even if I wanted to share what was going on with Cap, I doubt he’d have anything to say. Despite him asking about it, I think he asks more out of responsibility because of his title, and not because he wants to know. 

I have Forker. Forker is my guy, and he’s the only guy I need for that.

“There’s the handsome face that I know and love to jerk off to in the shower!”

Right on cue.

Forker’s voice explodes through the change room at the same time he does. He holds his arms out wide, his dress coat looking ridiculous over top of his sweats that rep his college team. His giant, obnoxious blue headphones are hanging around his neck.

He says they go with his eyes, so they match every outfit.

Saltzy and I catch each other’s eye and share a knowing look.

Our token goon has arrived. 

On and off the ice, Forker is a damn goon. It seems ironic that the biggest moron I’ve ever met is also the scariest man on the ice each and every night. Forker’s got a switch in his brain. There’s Fork and there’s The Beast, and even I don’t want to tussle with the Beast.

“I’m surprised Coach didn’t get you in here early and force you into three hours of drills.”

Forker plops down onto the bench across from me. He flashes his one-hundred-watt smile at Saltzy and even I swoon a little. 

The guy is one handsome fucker. He’s like a frat boy who moonlights as an underwear model. Even with that sadistic smile that charms the panties off every single woman he comes into contact with, no man stands a chance if they’re in the room with Fork. He’s got it all.

He is also Saltzy’s dad’s biggest fan, so even after playing on the same team as Cap for three years now, he constantly treats him as if he’s a god to stay in his good books. I’m not kidding. His lips should be permanently brown from how hard his face is metaphorically buried in Saltzy’s ass every day.

As a result, I think Saltzy has made it his mission for Forker to never meet his dad, just to fuck with the poor guy. They seem to always just miss each other at events. Saltzy pretends he knows nothing about it, but when I pressed him once, I saw the teeniest little smile from Mr. Emotionless.

“Me too,” I grumble, working on my laces. 

That verbal beatdown after the game that felt just as bad as any drill Coach has ever forced on us, if not worse. It made me want to die, so it did the trick. Drills would have paled in comparison.

I sat there and took it, not speaking a word until he was done. 

I saw the moment he wished he reigned it in a bit all over his face. When he whirled around, red faced and furious, all he saw was somebody who was more disappointed in themselves than he could ever be in me. 

I never want to feel that way again. 

I am the guy who never causes problems. I am the guy who never lets life impact his game. There are guys on the team who fight with their wives, or with their teammates, and they bring it onto the ice with intent: both good and bad. Sometimes it works in our favour, sometimes it doesn't—but in my opinion, it is never worth the risk. 

We stared at each other for a long moment, Coach catching his breath and me wanting to fucking die. Then, he let out a long sigh and perched himself on the edge of his desk. With a tight smile, he smacked his hand on my shoulder and quietly asked me to bring my best to the next game.

He also told me to get out my anger in practice instead. 

The problem is, I’m not even angry anymore. So, I don’t know which way to go from here.

“We all have off days,” Saltzy says, leaning backward on the bench. 

Fitting, since that has practically become Forker’s catchphrase when he talks about me lately. 

“All but me. Right, Cap?” Forker asks, his toothy smile growing wider. He’s hunched over his bag, pausing as he waits for Saltzy’s approval. His blue eyes are positively twinkling, and I know how dumb that sounds. 

Really though, Forker’s eyes twinkle sometimes.

I snort a laugh. Forker is the king of off days.

Saltzy only rolls his eyes.

Forker is in trouble ninety percent of the time. He spends more time in the box than anyone on the team. There’s an iconic video of him, helmet torn off, being dragged to the penalty box after a fight with someone bigger than him. There’s blood pouring from his nose and mouth, and he’s smiling his token smile over the ref’s shoulder, his teeth smeared red—those eyes fucking twinkling. 

The man is something else.

His off days can’t be considered off days since they happen more frequently than people do their laundry. What works on Forker’s side is that his off days usually help fuel the rest of the team and push us toward a win. Obviously, Coach lets Forker’s ‘off days’ slide, because they’re technically on days. They give us an edge.

Mine? Not so much.

“It’s you and Boston’s job to watch him tomorrow,” Saltzy tells him plainly.

My head snaps up, eyes narrowing. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Babysitters,” Forker corrects, removing his skates from his bag. His eyes flash to me and he winks. “Plural.”

I flip him off.

“Not babysitters,” Saltzy says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Motivators. We need goals, Lowesy. You get goals… when you’re on your game.”

“He’ll be on his game.”

I ignore Forker. He’s just defending me in his own way, but I’m more concerned about my Captain’s inability to have any faith left in me after one bad game. I could give you a list of five guys who had one bad game and let the pressure get to them. Some of them go on sucking for an entire season. 

I’m good. I’m in check. It was one night, and it was because the chick that threw a wrench in my life also threw one into my pre-game ritual. 

That’s settled now. I know she’s okay. I won’t be hyperfixated on it. 

At least not during the game. 

I can’t be thinking about anything during the game. Nothing but the puck, the net, and my team. 

Never again.

I have to figure out a way around her. 

Seth and Avery are coming down next week. They’ll be staying with me, sharing my space for five days. It’s inevitable that Penny’s name will come up. I need it not to. I can’t risk being thrown off my game again, and if Avery wants to talk about our fight, or if they want to try to mediate this… whatever the hell this is—I’m not sure how that will impact me.

I am not absolutely certain that I can deal with discussing her before a game. I’m superstitious, sure, but this is more than that. The fact that I can’t say with one hundred percent confidence that I can deal with it is enough to scare the shit out of me. I can’t take that risk. 

I have to find a way to let Seth know that any discussion about Penny is off the table while they’re here. I need Avery to be fully prepared to keep the talk of her twin at home.

I don’t like putting everyone in a weird spot. It sucks. But this is my job and I need my head in the right space to do what I have to do.

Clearly, my head doesn’t work right when Penny is involved. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Morning skate went by swimmingly. I was able to keep my focus solely on the upcoming game. That, and proving Saltzy wrong. It went better than I thought it would. I was determined to see approval in his eyes by the end of the session, and I got it. 

I mean, I think I did. Saltzy’s pretty damn hard to read. 

Forker and I had a bet over how many creative swears Oscar, my favourite right winger, would come up with. Forker went low and I went high. I won. 

I believe ‘chum fuck-it’ brought the tally to a ripe, eleven new swear words. Yeah, you’re absolutely thinking about that one cartoon with the evil little sea-creature when you say that one out loud.

The hundred-dollar bill feels nice in my pocket. Feels even better knowing that it came from Forker’s wallet.

It was a good morning. The game that followed was even better. We obliterated Washington and I managed to score two goals when we needed them most. I can breathe again. I guess I'm not as washed up as I feared I was. I am back. I am out of my funk. 

I swear Coach’s eyes were twinkling like Forker’s when I passed him on the way to the locker room. He slapped me on the back and shouted some much-needed praise in my ear.

It’s been a tough week, but I’m back.

I went straight home to have a celebratory beer and a sauna. The guys are heading to Icebox, but I have a pretty jam-packed week ahead and I don’t want to spoil that by doing anything stupid, like inviting a redhead into my bed and leaving her there. I’m not worrying about another potential poisonous story hitting the tabloids when I want to keep this solid headspace.

Thankfully, Arden was cool. None of that shit has popped up on the internet. She can keep the clothes. I don’t need to humiliate either of us further by contacting her and reliving that night. 

I perch my ass on my couch and dig into the chicken wings that I ordered. Basketball highlights play on the screen, illuminating my dark living room. It’s already a damn good night. The best I’ve had in a while. I don’t think anything could burst my bubble at this point.

I’m fucking back.

And then my phone rings. 

Because the universe is out to get me.

Seeing Seth’s name, I pick it up instantly. “Can’t wait three days to hear my voice?”

Seth’s soft chuckle echoes through the phone. I put him on speaker and perch him on the pillow beside me so I can continue to devour my wings in peace. I love him, but not enough to put a pause on dinner.

“That was one hell of a game. Damn.” The pride that exudes from his voice makes me pause, honey garlic wing inches from my mouth. 

There’s nothing better than the people you love being proud of you. 

Maybe honey garlic wings, but that’s about it.

“Thanks, buddy. Hopefully, I’ll play that well with you in the stands, too.” 

“I’d love a live performance of that. If you pull another game like that off, I'll take that ring right off Avery’s finger and give it to you, instead.”

I bark out a laugh. Yeah, right. This man is so obsessed with his girl that you’d have to cut off her whole arm for him to ever allow that ring to be removed from her finger. 

Avery would kill anyone who tried.

“She must not be home. There’s no way you’d even joke about that if she was within hearing distance.”

“No, she’s at a movie with Pen. Some romantic comedy that means they’ll both come home cranky and take it out on me for not being a fictional man crafted expertly by a woman.”

I swallow my bite, but it doesn’t go down as easily. 

The mention of her name strips my appetite. I used to want to know all the details about what my friends are up to when I’m away, what big changes are happening in their lives, but now just hearing her name feels weird.

It’s like I’m not allowed to talk about her, to wonder, to care. 

I quickly find something to say so that he doesn’t read into my silence. I haven’t forgotten his comment about me answering her call. He was too perceptive, and I have to put a pin in that before he starts putting pieces together that should be laid to rest.

“Good luck, bud. Tackling the twins while outnumbered is a death wish.”

“Don’t I know it,” he grumbles. 

I tear open a wipe, rubbing the sauce from my fingers. Any other time I’d be chomping at the bit to hear how they are putting him through hell. It’s easy entertainment. Tonight, I can’t even find the nerve to ask. 

“About the twins,” Seth says, and I pause—the napkin between my fingers. My eyes dart to the phone. I mentally plead with him not to ruin my perfect night. Please, Seth. Don’t taint my chicken wings. “Do you think you could swing another ticket for your game? Somewhere close to our seats?”

I’ve told the crew to never to even try to buy tickets to my home games without asking me first. I’m regretting that now.

Dread sprouts in my chest. “A third? Why?”

I know why.

“Avery has come up with this idea that Penny needs to get out and have fun now that she is officially free of that idiot. Reward herself or something. I don’t know. Anyway, Penny’s considering coming with us.”

I stare at the phone like it has grown legs and has started to walk away.

What?

She told me that she doesn't want me in her life anymore. She’s blocked me on social media. She slept with me and then ghosted me. She called me in a panic, whether accidental or not, and then proceeded to continue to cut me out of her life when I made it clear that I was worried sick about her.

And now she wants to… come to Pittsburgh? She wants to… what? Stay at my place? 

A rush of anger washes over me.

“You didn’t think to ask me if I was okay with that?” I snap, tossing my wipe into the empty bowl of wings. I snatch my phone from the pillow and stand.

I suddenly need to pace around my condo to cool myself down.

There’s silence on the other end of the phone.

“Oh,” Seth says, clearly uncomfortable. “I didn’t⁠—”

My temper rises. I swipe my beer off the coffee table and take a swig. 

Keep it together, Dec. This is not his fault.

“Is this just the Penny show now? Penny wants something and Penny gets it, no matter what she’s done?”

Seth stays quiet, but I don’t give a shit. I’m furious with her for even thinking that this was a good idea, and I'm more pissed at him for going along with it without question. 

“Where the hell is she going to stay, Seth? Here? She wants to cut me out of her life? Fine. She’s not staying at my place. She chose that. You didn’t think that maybe it’d be a stupid thing to agree to without even talking to me first?”

I take another swig of my beer. My face feels hot. I wish I was on the ice right now.

“Dec, I didn’t⁠—”

“Use your fucking brain, Seth. I’m tired of everyone catering to Penny and Avery. If she’s allowed to be pissed off, so am I! I don’t want her here. I don’t want her in Pittsburgh, and there’s no way in hell I want her at my fucking game. If neither of them can deal with that, then come on your own. Every time Avery barks at you to do something, you don’t have to do what she says. You have your own mind.”

I am spewing my anger at the wrong person. 

Everyone constantly lets those two girls get away with murder, and it is going to stop. I am going to stop it. Avery isn’t going to bully me into changing my mind, and I am not going to let her ignore the biggest fact here: Penny did this, not me.

I am fighting with Penny against my own will. She doesn’t get to control this narrative anymore, and neither does her sidekick. 

I have a say here, too.

And guess what? 

My game got better when I stopped thinking about Penny. My game got worse when she got into my head. So no, I don’t want her here. It’s outrageous that she was even going to consider it. 

“Declan,” Seth says, his tone harboring a warning. That shuts me right up. “Look. I know things aren’t the best right now between the two of you, but don’t lose your shit on me. I haven’t heard anything since she called you. I assumed you two mulled things over. Sue me.”

I sigh, bringing the rim of my beer bottle to my forehead. I squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t want a lecture but here it comes.

“A simple no would have sufficed, or maybe a question or two to figure out why I asked. She and Avery were going to stay at a hotel and let us have a guy’s week at your place. Penny loves watching you play, man. She never misses a game. I thought it would be nice after the shit she’s just gone through to make her happy for a few hours and surprise her with a ticket—she and Avery didn’t even know I was asking you for this.”

Shit.

He does that whisper-scream thing on that last part. I hate that voice. I always feel bad the second he whips it out, and man, I do feel bad now. Not for Penny, because… really? You’re going to come to Pittsburgh after all that you have done? 

I feel bad for Seth. Seth only. 

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“Nah, I don’t want to hear it right now,” Seth bites out and I wince. He’s the level-headed one. If he’s cutting off an apology, he’s mad. “Maybe the reason she cut you out of her life is because you go for the jugular when you’re pissed off. You aim to kill, D. I’m sick of it.”

I open my mouth. “I⁠—”

“—I’ll see you in a few days, and I’ll let the girls know that Penny coming along is not a good idea.”

I fall onto the couch, running a hand over my face. This feels just as bad as my lashing from Coach. This might feel worse. 

He’s still talking. He’s still tearing into me. A man of very little words until you burn him. 

“—which I would have understood if you just talked to me like a normal human being. You could have just said that you weren’t comfortable with it. Nobody is picking sides, Lowesy. Our flight lands at ten in the morning. Monday.”

“Okay,” I say quietly.

I want to die inside.

“And don’t talk about Avery like that again. I’ll be the next one to cut you out, no matter how bad it kills me. That is my fucking wife.”

“Seth—”

“—Ten in the morning. Good luck in Colorado tomorrow.”

The line goes dead. 

I stare at the TV numbly, the silence suddenly suffocating.

That went wrong quickly.

This is officially the worst night in a long time. Not even honey garlic wings can save it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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I shift awkwardly on my feet, pulling my hat down lower on my head.

Normally, I’d wait in the car. Normally, you could not pay me to step foot inside of this building. Standing around an airport in Pittsburgh while being a player on their professional hockey team is my modern-day nightmare. But there is another, bigger nightmare that I have to tend to. 

I have angered The Oracle.

I am way too anxious to wait in the car. I think I'm already trying to grovel.

Seth hasn’t spoken a word to me since our call. I texted him, but he chose not to respond. I really wish people would stop doing that to me. I can’t even be sure that he actually boarded his plane, but he had insisted he’d see me at ten in the morning on Monday, so here I am. 

I even debated buying a bouquet of flowers to greet them, like we are some long-distance couple on the fritz. I realized that idea was stupid almost the second after the thought entered my head, but I’m still standing here like an idiot—with a box of cookies, instead.

Seth doesn’t even like cookies, but Avery does.

I have no idea what I’m trying to do here. 

I check my phone for the hundredth time. No texts. No updates.

I regret not being the type of friends that share their location with each other. I would bet my last dollar that Avery and Penny are the ‘share their location’ kinds of friends. We should all start doing that to spare each other this kind of raging anxiety. I’d like to know if he even made it to the airport or if I’m wasting my time.

Maybe they aren’t coming.

I sigh, scratching my jaw as I check the ‘Big Dogs’ chat. Silence, apart from a video Wyatt sent at one in the morning of a little kid with some deadly hands doing stick drills on a homemade rink.

I glance upward at the perfect time.

Seth and Avery stick out from the crowd thanks to Avery’s neon pink suitcase. They’re both staring directly at me. A few others glance my way amid the hoard of people exiting their flight, but I avoid their eyes. The longer I maintain eye contact, the quicker recognition happens. I would prefer nobody recognize me today.

Avery smiles warmly, right in my direction. She lifts her free hand and waves.

A bit of fear dwindles away. She doesn’t look like she wants to rip my dick off. That’s a good sign. 

My eyes flicker to Seth and the fear springs right back to life. 

His stare has weight—expressionless, a little muscle in his square jaw ticking. His grip tightens on his bag, like the mere sight of my face makes him viscerally angry. Seth isn’t a violent person. He’s the least confrontational of the lot of us. If he punches me, he’s furious. If that’s how he needs to settle this, I’ll just stand here and take it.

Avery picks up her pace on those tiny little legs, leaving Seth in the dust behind her. She reaches me long before he does, abandoning her suitcase and throwing her arms around me.

She’s so little that I have to bend down to hug her properly.

All of my instincts are screaming at me that this is wrong. This, right here. This hug, that smile on her face. It feels like a trap. She’s weaving a web that she plans to catch me in, so that she can eat me alive.

My gaze shifts upward. Seth comes to a slow stop behind his fiancé with his bag hiked onto his shoulder. He takes Avery’s abandoned suitcase with one hand and pulls it to his side. He makes no move toward me, not even an inch. 

We’re huggers and he isn’t hugging me. 

He offers one, brisk shake of the head and I understand what it means at once.

Damn. 

As Avery pulls away, brown eyes bright and excited, all the guilt that I’ve carried since that phone call comes back with a vengeance. 

Seth didn’t tell her. 

“Hey,” I say quietly, smiling down at her.

Avery’s smile falters for a moment, her head angling slightly at the tone of my voice. 

“Are you alright?”

I nod, managing a shrug. “I just don’t like airports.”

I pass her the box cookies and her face lights up like I just gave her a million dollars and a vanilla latte on a platter made of gold. It makes me think of cinnamon buns. It makes me remember the girl with stormy blue eyes who would sell her whole family for a good batch with extra icing.

Please, stop thinking, Declan.

“Too famous?” Seth grumbles. It’s the first thing he says, and it hits me like a smack to the neck. 

Our eyes meet, and I open my mouth to apologize because it’s the only thing I can think of to make this better. 

He steps forward before I can say a word, holding out his hand. 

My gaze flickers down to it. I can’t gauge if this means that I have been forgiven or if this is just part of the act to keep Avery unphased. I have a feeling it’s the latter.

I smack my hand in his and pull him forward. 

Okay, we’re hugging. This feels kind of normal.

“We can talk about it later,” he mumbles, so only I can hear. Avery is too enamored with her cookies to catch it and honestly, she’s a little too low to the ground.

I dip my chin in a nod. 

Avery gaze glides to her fiancé, brows tugging together in the middle. She smells that something is off. We’re not exactly being ourselves, and to protect my own life, I have to distract her from that.

I force a wide smile and reach forward to pinch one of her cheeks. 

She warms, swatting at my hand. Her grip tightens on the cookies, like I’ll pinch one of those next.

I take her suitcase from Seth’s hand and try to keep my expression neutral. There’s a storm cloud hanging above our heads. I can feel it. I think we’re both just hoping that Avery steers clear of noticing its presence until we can deal with it ourselves. She'll turn the cloud into a full-on hurricane if she realizes who is sitting in the eye of the storm. 

The car ride back to my condo is uneventful. Avery willingly jumps into the back seat, leaving Seth and I to co-exist in the front. 

Normally, I’d appreciate it, but I wish Avery was my co-pilot today. Avery doesn’t look like she wants to murder me. 

I try not to steal glances at him, but it’s hard. I can’t gauge how he’s feeling, and I have no idea what he wants to say to me. There will come a time during these few days where he will have to say it and I’ll have to take it. Until then, it’s awkward tension and unbearable discomfort.

I really hate arguing with my best friend. It’s easy with Forker. He’s new. We get over things fast and easily. Seth and I have history. Our fights hurt. 

Thankfully, Avery is full of energy this morning. She makes us stop for coffee, which I don’t mind, and then talks about all the stuff she wants to do on this trip. Shopping, dinners, Target—the whole works. She mentions how excited she is to watch the game this week more than once, which heals my wounds a bit. I love when my friends are in the stands.

The conversation is either her and I talking, or her and Seth. Miraculously, she doesn’t seem to notice the disconnect.

“Penny was going to come with us. Did Seth tell you?” Avery says suddenly, out of literally nowhere. 

My foot slips on the break and we jerk forward in the line of traffic. 

Seth’s eyes are burning a hole into the side of my face. He grips the handle of the door to steady himself. I can’t look at him, so I just stare straight ahead, my knuckles going white on the steering wheel.

“Oh, yeah?” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Avery continues, not noticing the impact of that name in this car. “She hasn’t been feeling very well for the last couple of days. She thought it was best if she just stayed home. It’s a shame, though. I thought you two could finally get over whatever is going on and talk.”

I swallow, propping my elbow against the window and leaning my chin on the heel of my hand. I risk a look beside me. Seth’s dark eyes are locked on my face.

Shit.

“Is she okay?” I ask, clearing my throat.

“Came down with something Friday night,” Seth answers, his tone emotionless. “Out of nowhere. It was just her and I at home. She got a bit nauseous, and it got worse from there. She figured steering clear of people and staying home was the best move.”

I clench my teeth together, forcing a long breath out of my nose. Thankfully, the traffic begins to move again, and I have an excuse to focus on driving instead of on anyone in this car.

I got the message. Loud and clear. 

Seth told Penny everything. He and Penny decided, for Avery’s sake, not to tell her and ruin her trip. They probably did that for my sake, too—because there was no way this visit would have been enjoyable if Avery had known any part of what I said. 

No, I would be getting a verbal beat-down right now.

“It’s unfortunate,” Avery sighs from the back seat. My eyes flicker to her in the rearview mirror. She’s staring out of the window, her latte at her lips. “I think she really needed it.”

Guilt tugs at my heart, but I quickly smother it away. 

No. 

I am not responsible for that. Penny could easily reach out and put this to bed. She isn’t stupid. She knows that I have no real restraint when it comes to my friends—when it comes to her. 

Why can’t anyone fucking see that the things she does hurts me, too? They don’t have to know that we slept together, or that I can’t stop thinking about it. Her cutting me out should be enough. I screwed up. Fine. I tried to patch it up before I left. I tried everything. 

I can be damaged by her actions just as badly as she can by my words.

I wanted to wake up with her that morning. I wanted to kiss her skin and whisper things she hadn’t heard in years into her ear, and—no. That isn’t even the worst part. I texted, I called, and I answered. Without fail. Every time. 

She left, she ignored me, and she let me worry. Without fail. Every time.

It is not my fault that Penny needed this trip. It’s not my fault she’s not here, either. It’s Penny’s fault. Even after my call with Seth, she could have picked up the phone and tried to have a conversation. 

Lord knows I have no self-control. It would take one, whispered apology through the phone and she’d be in my back seat right now, sipping a hazelnut latte while I tried my hardest to stop staring at her through the rearview mirror. 

A part of me wants to remind Avery that I am still blocked from Penny’s socials. I want to tell her that Penny was moaning my name just weeks ago, and that she forgot about me just as quickly. I want to make it very, very clear that I picked up that phone when she had called me crying and that she left me sick to my stomach. Not the other way around.

But there is no point. I could say she stabbed me in the eye with a steak knife, and Avery would remind me that I should have been nicer. I could tell her that Penny punched me in the mouth, and she’d ask what I did to deserve it. 

Where Avery is concerned, she would die defending Penny—even if it killed her. Penny would do the same for her. It’s a loyalty that goes both ways. 

Still, it sours my mood. 

“Do you want to go out for dinner tonight or stay in?” Seth asks.

I let out a breath, relief pouring through me. I glance at him, my gratitude clear on my face. He only dips his chin, forcing his eyes back to the road.

“In, please,” Avery pipes up from the back seat. “I’m exhausted.”

I resist the urge to remind her it’s only ten in the morning. That girl loves her sleep. 

“There’s this new Thai place that opened down the road from my building that does takeout. Ave, you’ll die for it.”

Her eyes brighten. She sits up straighter in her seat. “Douse me in peanut sauce. I’m in.”

“Sound good?” I ask, glancing beside me.

Seth nods, refusing to look at me. “Yup.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
penny


I hug the pillow tighter to my chest, watching the team skate back onto the ice. It was a tense first period, but Pittsburgh has taken the lead. Declan isn’t having the best game of his life, but he hasn’t had a repeat performance of the other night, either. 

With one look at him, I can tell that he’s on edge. He’s chewing on his mouthguard as it hangs half-way out of his mouth, biting the inside of his cheek again. Not the best of signs.

I search the thousands of faces in the crowd for Seth and Avery. Knowing Dec, he would have put them right behind the bench if he were able to. That’s Avery’s favourite seat at any game. Declan used to buy those tickets off scalpers for us in Ottawa, just so we could sit there. Even in college, we sat behind the bench as many times as we possibly could.

I shoot a quick text to Ave to ask where she’s sitting, my chest aching a bit as it sends.

I don’t feel well. 

I’m not sick, I just have to deal with the bed that I made for myself. Unfortunately, it’s now time to lay in it. One thing you should know about self-sabotage, which nobody talks about enough, is that it really, really hurts to make peace with your own mess. I know I’ve been difficult, and I know I don’t always do the right thing, but I was hoping for a chance to start mending the fences I’ve broken in the wake of my pain.

The conversation with Seth confirmed all my sneaking suspicions. I should have done better, tried harder. I know that. I knew it when I was ignoring Declan. It wasn’t lost on me that I was punishing him because I wasn’t ready to face it all. I took the easier way out to keep my head above water. I keep making the wrong decisions and I can’t stop myself.

I don’t know why I’m doing it. I can’t figure it out. Even when I know I’m doing the exact opposite of what I should be, I do it anyway. What is wrong with me? What has been broken so severely inside of me to turn me into this kind of person? 

I don’t like the woman I’m becoming.

Seth said Declan ‘adamantly insisted that I stay home’. I assume he was much less kind than that, because those words didn’t sound half as harsh as Declan’s usually do. 

I figured as much, anyway. I knew going to Pittsburgh was a risky idea, but I truly didn’t think I’d have to see him all that much. Plus, if I’m being honest, I was hoping to test the waters and see if this thing between us stood a chance at healing.

It doesn’t.

How does one come back from sleeping with their friend and then treating them like garbage? Isn’t this in the male handbook? I am not used to being in this position, and while I can recognize my wrongs, I have no inclination on how to fix them. Everything I do seems to make it worse.

I fucked with his game. That’s like the one thing Declan will never tolerate.

I fucked with a lot of things, really.

My eyes burn. I shift my position on the couch, pulling the blanket up higher on my body. 

Seth felt the severity of this fight after he explained the phone call to me. I wasn’t remotely surprised. I deflated, shame prickling my skin, and simply nodded, keeping my eyes locked on my hands instead of him.

What else could I do?

But Seth expected a fight from me.

He reached for my shoulder at some point, squeezing. He looked me dead in the eye, in that dim light of the kitchen, and said in a tone so quiet that it made my heart ache: “What happened between you and Dec?”

The question knocked the wind out of me. I stared at him, unblinking. What hasn’t happened between us at this point? So much has changed in such little time. Seth could sense all the lies that Declan and I have been spewing to him. This is about more than either of us are willing to admit and he is slowly catching on. 

I just shook my head as he squeezed my shoulder again, tears burning in my eyes. 

His face fell the second the first tear did. 

I shook my head again and again until my shoulders trembled, and I buried my face in my hands, and I cried. 

I don’t think he really knew what to do without Avery there. I don’t think he’s ever seen me shed a tear before.

He planted his hand on my back and rubbed between my shoulder blades. Still, I told him nothing. I just let him try to comfort me until I calmed down enough to find my voice.

“Don’t tell her,” I pleaded, my face still hidden. “Let her enjoy the trip. It’s not his fault. Keep this between us. Please.”

I was surprised when he agreed to that arrangement without asking for a single tidbit of more information. He and Avery don’t do secrets. Ever. Then again, neither do me and Avery. At least, we never used to. Apparently, we all do now. Because of me.

Seth asked no more questions. That was good. I hadn’t a clue how I’d answer them.

A tear slides down my cheek, I wipe it away with the pads of my fingers and reach for my wine glass, chugging the rest of it. 

What a mess you’ve made, Penelope Sweeten. What a mess.

My phone buzzes.

Avery


right behind the bench! I wore a bright red toque so you can see me amidst all the yellow.




The game resumes and I watch with the same anticipation and anxiety as always. It doesn’t matter if we never speak again, I will always root for him. Even if it has to be from afar because we can’t stop hurting each other. He’s a part of me. A part of home. 

Declan gets control of the puck a few minutes into the period. He is as quick as lightning, barrelling toward the net. He doesn’t glance away from their goalie as he reaches the crease. Without blinking or taking his attention away from the net, he passes the puck to the right.  

Everyone had been expecting a shot, even the goalie. But Oscar Messer was waiting. Messer had known the play. His slapshot is so fast, I barely registered it. 

The goalie sure didn’t. 

The siren goes off and the crowd erupts. Messer and Declan slam into each other, shouting in triumph as their team forms a circle around them. Declan’s dimple pokes out from the side of his cheek. He lets out a scream of victory.

Fuck.

The thought of his lips sliding down the column of my neck floods my head out of nowhere. I swallow, remembering his husky laugh against my skin. Things had been so good, so easy with us. I had convinced myself I’d always have him like that, light-hearted and happy and there. Never too far. Never again.

I brushed my fingers against those dimples as his eyes burned into mine—pulling back to watch me come apart.

Fuccccck. 

I hurriedly grab the half-empty bottle of wine and ignore the glass. I drink right from the bottle. Yet again, it’s that kind of night. That kind of life, really.

A flash of red blurs by the screen. I squeal, nearly falling off the couch. I scramble for my phone, swiping open the camera and aiming it at the TV. I wait, desperate for another sweep by the bench.

Sure enough—there they are. Avery is on her feet, arms in the air, screaming like a banshee. Her long, curled bob cut seems to jump up and down with her like it has a life of its own.

Seth is pointing at the ice, mouth moving a mile a minute. Declan can’t hear him, but I’m sure he can feel them there. 

I snap the photo and send it to Avery as quickly as my fingers will allow.

Me


I spy with my little eye, something that is… red!!!




They replay Declan’s assist and I watch carefully, pulling myself into a sitting position. I take another gulp from the bottle, trying not to focus on those damn dimples as they flash across my screen. 

My phone buzzes.

Avery


Look ma! I’m famous!!!!! Frame that. I’m sending it to everyone I’ve ever met. 




Me


What a goal!




Avery


Right? Wish you were here!




I swallow, hugging the wine to my chest. 

Me


Me too.




Avery


Seth wants me to ask you if you liked his present.




My brow furrows just as the doorbell rings. I stiffen, slowly leaning forward to peer down the hallway. 

The doorbell rings again and my heart picks up a bit. I can’t see anything from this vantage point, but within seconds, the doorbell rings again. Standing, I grip the wine bottle by the neck and quietly pad toward the door. 

I’m home alone. I’ve seen way too many documentaries that start like this.

I angle my body away from the windows and peer through the blinds. Two familiar faces are waiting out in the cold, their breaths making white puffs of smoke in the night air. 

I shut my eyes, breathing out a sigh of relief. 

Come on, Seth. I’m sad, not on the verge of losing it. I don’t need to be monitored.

I unlock the door and yank it open, shooting them both a look of disbelief.

Wyatt and EJ stand on the porch carrying two boxes of pizza, one box of cinnamon buns, and multiple packs of beer. They both turn toward me, shuffling awkwardly in the cold, their gazes slowly moving to the bottle of wine in my hand. 

EJ’s brows jump to his hairline.

“It’s that kind of night?” Wyatt asks.

Yes.

I shoot him a look. “It was actually going to be a weapon in case you were here to kill me.”

EJ’s lips pull into a smirk. “Perfect ruse, no? Lure you out with cinnamon buns and smother you with pizza grease.”

I shrug, moving aside to let them in. “There are worse ways to go. Why didn’t you punch in the code?”

“I don’t know if you noticed,” Wyatt says, lifting his arms. “But our hands are full.”

The second they’re inside, EJ is storming toward the living room—probably irked that he’s missed some of the game in the short drive over. He tosses the cinnamon buns on the coffee table and flops onto the couch, immediately raising the volume.

Wyatt stays by the door, not yet kicking off his boots, lingering. 

I glance up at him. “What?”

“Seth treated this like an emergency. You okay?”

I roll my eyes, gripping the wine bottle tighter. “I’m fine. Did he really think I couldn’t manage a few days alone?”

“I don’t know,” Wyatt murmurs, eyeing me carefully. “Can you?”

“Yes,” I seethe. My eyes flicker to the pizza. “But I am grateful for your company. And the food.”

“Have you heard from him?” he asks, finally kicking off his shoes.

This isn’t about the him he’s thinking about. Not the one who matters.

I let out a breath. “Wyatt.”

“I know,” he mumbles. “I’m just worried about you. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. As long as you’re okay.”

My icy irritation warms. His heart is in the right place.

“I’m okay. I haven’t heard from him in a few days. I’m taking that as a win,” I say quietly, meeting his eyes. “But I don’t want to talk about it. Okay?”

A few days of peace is welcomed. There’s been a lot of subtle threats, a lot of accusations that I’m greedy, and a whole bunch of reminders that his family can continue can keep this legal battle going until I’m broke.

I’m sure that he’s being influenced by his parents, or by his legal counsel, but I’m fully aware that this behaviour is majorly his doing. In his mind, if he’s not winning one hundred percent of the prize, he’s losing. Then, he gets mean.

When he does, I ignore him. It angers him, and in those rare moments, I win.

Wyatt smiles gently. That megawatt, crooked smile that I love. “Okay.”

“Now, get inside. I just saw Avery’s bright red head on the TV.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
declan


With Avery in bed, the tension is back. 

I didn’t expect it. Not after such a relaxing dinner, and not once we went out for drinks with some of the guys. Seth had been laughing and shooting the shit with Boston all night. I thought he was going to ask me to take him home with us. Avery, on the other hand, was so smitten by Forker that he was blushing at her incessant compliments after the third drink. 

Forker doesn’t blush.

Seth didn’t mind. He’s secure. I think even he can admit that Forker is a dazzling dude. 

The cab ride home was full of conversation. There were no lulls. Unlike the conversation on the way home from the airport, this one included all of us. Having a good game seemed to lighten the mood. I know I felt ten pounds lighter after that win. 

The Penny stress didn’t impact my game. That is a good sign.

But then Avery pecked Seth on the cheek and excused herself for the evening. The second the soft click of the guest room door sounded through the condo, the air grew thick with unsaid things, and I mean thick.

I scratch my jaw, hauling open the door to the fridge. I know it’s coming. I better prepare myself.

“Beer?”

Seth is quiet for a second. “Sure.”

I pull one out for myself, too. I crack mine open and hand Seth his across the island where he stands, finally finding the balls to meet his eyes. 

He doesn’t reach for it. Even when I push it a bit closer to him, he does not lift his hand or break his gaze. I can feel his every question in the weight of his stare. Dark eyes behind dark rimmed glasses, seeing right through my bullshit.

Nerves prickle at the back of my neck.

I don’t like this.

I lift my beer to my lips and take the greediest, longest gulp of my life. When I lower it, he’s still staring at me like a fucking cop who is waiting for me to break on the other side of an interrogation table. The silence stretches through seconds, but it feels like hours. 

I am officially uncomfortable in my own house, across from one of my closest friends.

Something snaps him back into action so suddenly that I almost take a step back. 

Seth’s hand darts outward. He snatches the beer off the island, takes a big sip, and then slams it back down.

“Did you sleep with Penny?”

If I was taking a drink, I would have choked. My grip goes iron-clad on my beer can.

Oh, fuck. 

Oh, shit, shit, shit.

“What?” I ask, forcing myself into neutrality. 

Mad at her or not, this is not just about me. This is Penny’s business too, and she isn’t necessarily going around announcing that we slept together.

I might be pissed as hell at her, but I know that in that crazy little mind of hers, she thinks she did something wrong. Not to herself. Of course not. To fucking Gabe. To our friends. To me. I won’t hurt her more by sharing her secrets.

Seth stares at me, unblinking.

“Why are you asking me that?” I ask. 

Okay fine, maybe I say it a bit too casually. I lift my beer to my lips in an attempt to look nonchalant, but Seth is perceptive as all hell. He studies my face like he’s going to be tested on it in the morning.

“Why aren’t you denying it?” he asks, tone sharp.

We watch each other carefully, both of us trying to read the other so that we can sway the conversation the way we want it to go. My heart is slamming so hard against my ribs that I’m sure he can hear it. Hell, I’m sure Avery can hear it upstairs—even if she sleeps like the dead.

This isn’t how this night is supposed to go. I had prepared for interrogations and lectures, but mostly focused on my own behaviour. I even practiced my apology in my head repeatedly, but this isn’t about our phone conversation at all, is it?

No, this is about him always seeming to know everything that I don’t want him to.

How the hell does he know?

If he suspected Avery knew, he would have asked already. He waited. Deliberately. He wanted me alone. 

He’s guessing.

My silence tells him everything he wants to know.

“Fucking hell,” he groans, yanking the barstool toward him and falling into it. He places his hands in front of his mouth and lets out a long breath. “When?”

I’m still staring at him, frozen. 

I… don’t know what to do. I really don’t know what to say, either. I’m stuck. It would kill Penny if anyone knew how soon she’d fallen into my bed. I will repeat this until I’m dead, she has nothing to feel guilty for. She is a single woman. I’ll defend her on that one until I am blue in the face—but she’d die if it ever got to the point where I had to.

Seth’s frown deepens. “Please tell me you aren’t the reason they broke up.”

“What? No!” I say quickly, and his brows shoot upward. 

Fuck. Caught. I basically just tattooed ‘yes, I slept with her’ on my forehead.

I sigh, dropping my elbows on the island and burying my head in my hands. 

“No,” I repeat, calmer this time. I lower my hands, meeting his disappointed face. “No. It was after.”

His jaw tightens. “How soon after?”

A few hours, give or take. However long the drive from Penny’s house to yours was. 

“Does it matter?”

“That girl is like a sister to me, Declan. She’s Avery’s other half. I need to know how badly you fucked up, because you did fuck up. Enormously.”

“What? So, you can fuck one of the girls, but I can’t?” I snap. 

That’s not what this is about. I’m deflecting. This is just none of his business, and it pisses me off that he thinks he can scold me like a kid over the exact same thing he has done. 

We’re grown adults, not children. 

He can wipe that look off his face. Hypocrite.

Irritation flashes over his face. “I waited until I was absolutely certain before I even considered making a move on Avery. How’d Tiffany work out for you? Didn’t learn your lesson? Needed an even harder one to slam it into your head?”

Low blow. 

“That’s not the same thing,” I bite out.

Tiffany was a mistake when I was young, dumb, and reckless. I saw the way she looked at me and I used that to my advantage. I learned my lesson there. Tiffany isn’t Penny and I am not the same asshole that put her through what I did all those years ago. 

“It’s not?” he asks. 

“It’s not,” I confirm, a tone of finality in my voice. He looks conflicted. It irks me. I’m his friend too, his brother. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see her. She was in shambles, Seth. He fucking broke her, just like I said he would!”

Seth’s stares at me, utterly expressionless. “So, you what? Fuck her back together?”

I groan, throwing my head back. 

He doesn’t get it. 

Nobody but Penny and I will ever understand how that night played out. She needed me and I am happy that I was there for her. We were raw with each other, open in a way neither of us have ever been. The fact that she let herself be that way with me meant something.  

I wasn’t fucking her back together. I was acting on my own desire—my desire to remind her of who the fuck she is. Penny is a woman to be adored, to be worshiped, and if Gavin wasn’t going to do that for her, I sure as hell would. It’s criminal that a man neglected a woman as incredible as she is for so long.

“Look, I had a feeling that’s what happened. I kind of pieced this all together when she called you in London. I was just really hoping that I was wrong.”

Fuck. Why? Does everyone think I’ll break any woman I touch? 

“It doesn’t concern you,” I remind him.

It doesn’t. It’s between Pen and I, and if we have to suffer due to our actions, that’s on us. I’ll survive it. She will too. I did everything I could to minimize the fallout. She chose differently. Sometimes, shit doesn’t work out the way you want it to.

His brows skyrocket. “It doesn’t? Should I remind you that you and I have had our first fight in years because of her? You’re fucking up your game because of her? She’s not allowed to come and see you play because of this.”

He waves his arms around the room like my condo had personally offended him too. 

I stand, pointing my beer at him. “That is because of her, Seth.”

He watches me for a second, arms crossed in front of him. After a long moment of staring into my soul, his eyes narrow. 

“Do you really believe that this fight between you two would have continued on this long if you hadn’t slept with her?”

“What?” 

“Penny is stubborn, but she loves hard. She’d run someone over with her car for hurting you. You really think that if you just kept it in your pants for one night, you two wouldn’t be fine right now?”

“She blocked me and cut me out long before that,” I remind him.

He rolls his eyes. “And you fixed that the second you opened my door and took care of her when she needed you most. It’s what came after that sealed your fate. I love you, Dec. You’re one of my favourite people on this planet, but you’re an asshole.”

So, he clearly knows the exact night that this all went down. That last comment is my limit.

“You know, it takes two people to have sex.”

He doesn’t miss a beat.

“It takes one person with their head on straight to realize that they probably shouldn’t sleep with a person who just had their heart ripped out. Especially if that person is someone you care about.”

Ouf. 

His claws tear through my skin and rip at my heart with that one. He’s right. I know that he’s right. I’ve known that since that morning when I woke up and the spot beside me in bed was empty. I crossed a line that should have been left in the sand until a different time. 

Lucky is a runner. What we did sent her running faster than she ever has in her life.

“She’s an adult.”

Stupid response, Dec. Good one, buddy.

“She was grieving,” he corrects me, and guilt immediately begins to trickle through my body. “Explain it to me. I don’t want to verbally accost you when I don’t know what the hell went on. How did it get to this point?”

I cock a brow. “You haven’t had the birds and the bees talk before?”

Seth doesn’t even kind of smile. 

Fine, we’re past jokes.

I roll my eyes. “She ran. She chose not to speak to me again. She ignored my texts and my calls. I have no idea what was going through her head, Seth. She wouldn’t talk. I tried to be there for her, and I tried to talk about what happened. She wanted none of it.”

He nods slowly. “I’ll take some responsibility for that. I think I’m partially at fault for her behaviour that weekend. I didn’t invite her to the party—a party I invited literally everyone else too. I hurt her, too.”

I don’t point out that he partially did that for my benefit. 

“I think it was too much change at once. It sent her into a panic. We fucked things up more than we helped her. I don’t blame her for not answering you, and I don’t blame her for doing whatever she had to do to keep her sanity.”

I swallow the hard truths that he feeds me.

“You shouldn’t have slept with her, D.”

I meet his eyes, my heart plummeting to my gut. I say something that I really don’t want to say because it sucks, and it hurts.

“I know.”

I don’t regret it, not even now, but I see the point he’s making. She was reacting out of pain, out of grief, attempting to smother out the hurt inside of her with me. I should have been the one to stop it. I should have waited. 

But I haven’t felt like I did that night in years. I don’t know if it’s ever felt like that before. It was like being with someone who knew the best and worst parts of my soul—intimate, world changing, overwhelming, and sex is ruined for me forever because of her.

I know that she felt beautiful that night. I know she believed me when I praised her, when I complimented every inch of her body and that top-tier mind of hers. I admired every one of her curves, every soft and sweet spot, from her mouth to her heart. And fuck, I meant it.

Her smile had been blinding, her eyes brought back to life. She felt special in that moment with me. Wanted. She felt like she was enough.

That is enough for me. 

She deserves to know that she is spectacular. If I have to suffer for the rest of my life, remembering one night with a woman who permanently altered the pace of my heartbeat, who made me feel alive for a moment, only to metaphorically kill me in the next, it is enough for me.

Her remembering who the fuck she is will always be enough for me. 

But Seth is right. I shouldn’t have done something that could mess with her emotions when they were already in tatters. Griffin had torn her life to shreds and I somehow made it worse without meaning to. I promise, that wasn’t my intention.

“Don’t tell me you have feelings for her.”

I jolt back to reality. Seth is gawking at me now, brow furrowed, but eyes wide and full of horror. 

He sits in my silence and then winces, rolling his head back to stare at the ceiling. “You have got to be kidding me!”

“I don’t know!” I admit quickly. I throw my hands up. I can’t grasp what I feel anymore. “I want to scream at her, but I don’t want to talk to her, either. I am constantly wondering if she’s alright, but I refuse to ask because I am so fucking mad at her. She pisses me off more than anybody on this planet, even more than Wyatt, but I still care, Seth.”

He blinks, stunned.

I shrug a shoulder. “It’s Lucky.”

“Oh god!” Seth exclaims, like I’ve just proved his point further. He falls to the island dramatically, throwing his arms over his head. 

Honestly, someone get this guy on Broadway, for fuck sakes. 

He presses his forehead to the marble. 

“It doesn’t matter! She isn’t speaking to me. She wants nothing to do with me. I’ll get over whatever this is eventually.”

I doubt that. But I will learn to live with it. I have to.

“How?” he grumbles, rolling his head to glare at me, not bothering to adjust his glasses. “Avoiding her for the rest of your life? Pretending she doesn't exist? Making the rest of us uncomfortable when you can’t be in the same room together?”

“That won’t happen.”

“It’s already happening.”

“Just for now.”

He sighs, long and loud through his nose. Perching his chin on top of his hands, Seth peers up at me with those dark brown eyes and for the first time tonight, he looks defeated.

“I… I really don’t know what to tell you. I don’t even think she’s told Avery what happened between you two, which means she’s stewing in silence, just like she did with Gavin.”

Another claw to the heart. I physically flinch at that one, reaching up to rub the space in the center of my chest. It’s not the same. I’m not the same.

“It’s not like it was with Gavin.”

“Isn’t it? She’s protecting you.”

Okay—what?

“She’s protecting herself.”

“No,” he says quickly, holding up a hand. “No. That’s where you’re wrong. If this was about her, Avery would know. The only reason she would not tell the other half of her soul is because she doesn’t want you getting hurt in the crossfire.”

I blink, staring at him.

What—no, that isn’t it. 

“I’m not going to tell Ave,” Seth says. He looks less than pleased about that. “I’m leaving you to fix this. If Penny wants her to know, she’ll tell her. But don’t think I’m not furious with you for forcing me to keep secrets from her.”

“I’m not forcing you to do anything.”

His brows skyrocket. 

“No?” he moves to stand. “Should I go wake her and fill her in?”

When the hell did I say that?

My eyes nearly bug out of my head. I slam my hand down onto the island. 

Seth freezes and slowly lowers himself back into his seat, a smug grin on his lips.

“No,” I say quickly. There are one million reasons why that’s a bad idea. “It’s nobody’s business. Not even Avery’s.”

“Just fix it. Call her. Text her. Do something.”

“She also has a phone,” I remind him. “And she’s the one who cut this off.”

A phone she used to block me from viewing her life. A phone she has used to ignore my messages time and time again.

“Whatever. Be the bigger person,” he scoffs, taking a swig of his beer.

The problem is, I don’t want to, and I don’t know where I’d even start. At what point do I throw in the towel? The ball is in her court. It has been for weeks. Who am I to try to convince her that I’m worth keeping around? 

She’s got to figure that out on her own. 

“I know you have both of our best interests at heart,” I say, leaning forward on my elbows. He dips his chin in agreement. “But Penny needs to decide what Penny wants. You don’t get to make that choice, and I sure as hell don’t either. If she doesn’t want to talk to me, we both have to respect that.”

She’s had to deal with a guy who emotionally manipulated her for years. I’m going to let her make her own decisions on her own time, even if I’m the one who ends up bleeding on the fucking pavement.

Seth stares at me for a long moment, his fingers tapping the edge of his beer bottle. I see the moment he concedes. His shoulders sink a bit, but he nods. 

He agrees, accepts my words at face value, and asks for another beer.

Fight over.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
penny


When it rains, it pours. 

Just a week after the Pittsburgh incident, Gavin proved to be exactly who I feared he was in the final years of our relationship. Imagine my surprise, curled up on the couch with a glass of wine, snuggled next to the girls, when I scroll through Instagram and see a photo of him.

With a girl.

A girl that I know. 

It’s funny. I had a feeling about her. Not that they were together behind my back, but that if anything were to ever happen between us, they’d probably wind up on my Instagram feed with their arms around each other at a wedding.

Michael and Sadie’s wedding, to be exact.

I stare at my phone, slowly lowering my wine glass to my lap. The girls are still chattering around me, but my eyes are zeroing in on the way his fingers dig into her waist. I focus on her smile, one that never reaches her eyes, on those painted lips that sweet-talked me too many times in the past.

His co-worker's friend. Emilee. Successful, loud, and a guy’s-girl, if I’ve ever met one. She’s nice enough, but I tended to keep an eye on her. There was always just something about her that had the warning bells going off in my head.

I haven’t even changed the address on my licence, but he’s taking other women to weddings?

“What?”

My eyes snap upward. 

All three girls are staring at me. 

Avery moves to stand. She has that look on her face, the one that matches what I feel swirling around in my gut. Horror. Betrayal. Disappointment. The swing of your stomach falling to your toes. 

I haven’t uttered a word, but they know. 

Tiffany angles her head, her eyes narrowing. “Who is she?”

It must be written all over my face.

I swallow but can’t find my voice. Instead, I flip the phone around to face them and take a sip of my wine. Immediately, they all zero in on the image. They lean forward, like their own version of the three-headed dragon.

The phone is snatched out of my hand. Avery is pinching the picture and blowing it up. Their heads are operating in sync as they move the phone from hand to hand. They’re studying the image. Studying her. It’s time for best friend duty and there is a cookie cutter approach that must be followed.

“He looks old,” Lauren declares.

Hit the guy first. He’s the one we hate the most.

“Thinning a bit at the front now, are we?” Tiffany adds, hyper-focused on what Avery’s doing to the photo.

“He looks good,” I murmur.

All three heads whip up to me. 

“And?” Tiff asks, scanning me from my fluffy socks, Bowser sweatpants, and unwashed sweater. “You’re beautiful. And your body is rocking under there. You might forget that, but I don’t.”

They resume their dissection of this one, mundane photograph. A normal photo. A man and a woman. My man with another woman. It feels like a heavy weight sitting in my chest, pulling my heart down to my guts. I can’t decipher the feeling. It’s not something I’ve ever felt before. It's… complicated.

I don’t want Gavin. I don’t want that relationship back. 

But a part of me still loves him, and I don’t want him with anyone else either.

“Who is this?” Avery asks without looking at me.

“Emilee Walter.”

Avery’s face falls. She drops the phone to her lap for a second, meeting my eyes with a bewildered look. 

Lauren quickly swipes the phone from her thigh and gets back to work.

“The Emilee?” Avery asks.

The one and only.

“Yup,” I say, popping the ‘P’ at the end of that word.

My stomach feels achy. Is she sleeping in my house? In my bed? Is he cooking her breakfast in the morning when she visits, the way Seth does for Ave? Is he happier with her?

“Who is Emilee?” Tiffany says her name like it’s disgusting, like she’ll catch something just from saying it aloud.

“A friend of a friend. I always joked that he’d be all over that if I ever left the picture.”

Lauren winces, but all three of them focus back on the photo.

“Her nostrils are weird,” Tiff says.

“I think it’s because of her crooked face,” Lauren adds, tucking her caramel hair behind her ear.

“You have better hair, better eyes, and a better smile,” Avery cuts in, listing qualities like it’s a competition. “She looks awful next to that human trash can, too. They deserve each other. It won’t last, babe. Don’t worry.”

“I wasn’t worrying.”

I was.

And bless them, we all have eyes. We can see she’s pretty. But she sucks. So does he. Sometimes being a little mean in the privacy of your own heartbreak helps the healing process.

He replaced me already. With a girl who had been waiting on the sidelines for years. She lives in Windsor. Did she move for him? How the hell could he move on that fast when I’m still spiraling out of control? Why her? Why wasn’t I ever good enough? He looks pretty proud to have her on his arm.

I swallow.

Yeah, that last thought does the most damage.

“Pen,” Tiffany says softly.

“It’s just weird,” I admit, hugging my legs. “So many years, and for what? It’s like he had her on stand-by. I don’t want to be with him, but I don’t want to see that, either.”

Lauren reaches over to place her hand on my foot, smiling sadly.

“Why does that picture make me want to punch something?” I ask, eyes burning. “Why does it make me wish I fought harder? I don’t want her in my house, touching my things. I don’t want her fucking my⁠—”

The word gets stuck in my throat. He isn’t my anything anymore.

It comes out like the brutal, painful admissions that they are. These are my worst fears, come to life. I am not ready to think of him with somebody else yet. Even after all the ways he hurt me, a piece of me would prefer to keep being hurt every waking day so long as he doesn’t give his heart to another person. A small part of me still thinks of him as mine. I don’t want him to be, but I clung on for dear life only for somebody to be able to catch him within months.

There he is. With a girl that I had a bad feeling about. Almost like payback for something, like it’s my punishment for him breaking up with me. 

“It would be weird if it didn’t make you feel that way,” Lauren says quietly.

“It won’t last,” Avery says again, her dark eyes studying my face carefully. “A tiger doesn’t change his stripes, Pen. Gavin is Gavin. He’s destined to be miserable.”

“And if not, he’s going to go broke buying boxes of tissues for those nostrils,” Tiffany says, in a tone so meaningful that it can’t not be funny. She ruffles her big, thick curls and lets out a scoff, reaching for a bottle of wine on the table.

A laugh explodes out of me. I’m sure Emilee has perfectly normal nostrils. I’m sure he hasn’t thought of me once while he’s made any decision about her in the last few weeks. He could have some common decency, or a shred of respect to not plaster his new girlfriend, or whatever the hell she is, all over social media until everything is over.

“Time for an unfollow party,” Lauren announces, pulling her phone from her pocket.

“Yes!” Tiff shouts, scrambling back toward the coffee table.

I watch my two friends unfollow my ex-boyfriend like it’s a theatrical performance. I smile, wiping away the stray tears. Avery throws her head back and laughs. She doesn’t need to join in, she unfollowed him the day she found out we weren’t together. She never told me, and I’ve never checked. I just know.

“Your turn,” Tiff says, eyes flickering up to mine. She passes me back my phone, which I take like it’s a bomb.

“Hold off,” Avery says, placing her hand atop the screen. “Don’t do anything rash until everything is settled. It’s risky business pissing off a loser. They’ve got nothing left to lose.”

“Except for Emilee, apparently,” I mutter. 

I lock my phone, desperately trying to ignore the horrible feeling in my stomach. It feels awful, but it is the kind of pain that allows you to see the light at the end of the tunnel. I’m hurting, and I’m tired, but I’m healing. Slowly, but surely, I’m healing.

Avery leans back, shrugging a shoulder. She brings her glass of wine to her lips. 

“After everything’s settled, I’ll kill them both.” She lets out a happy sigh, meeting my eyes. “And I’m going to bury them so fucking far apart from each other.”


december




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
penny


Now that it’s officially been a few months since the break-up, I’m finally admitting defeat. I think we all knew what the final decision would be, but I needed to come to it on my own terms, and I think that day has come. After months of fighting with my ex-boyfriend, of trying to sever my life from his, of trying to heal, I know what my next step is.

I am staying at home. 

My workplace approved of the move after some discussion. Turns out in such a short time, they really like me, and they don’t want to lose me quite yet. My job is fully capable of being remote, and that has been agreed upon and signed off on. There is nothing else calling me away from home, so home is where I’ll stay. 

It’s where I want to stay.

Despite Avery’s protests, that means I have to start looking for somewhere else to live. I can’t stay here forever. She and Seth need space. But she was right, I can’t move back in with my parents either. A couple of nights here and there has been enough to drive me crazy. 

Until the dust settles on my old life, the only thing I can really consider is a rental. Once I get my name off that mortgage, I can look into something more permanent, but a decent rental will do in the meantime. 

I’m searching through listings on my laptop while Avery, Seth, and the guys decorate the house for the holidays. Wyatt and EJ are far too drunk to be taking part, everything they place is either crooked or off center, but they refuse to surrender. Seth follows closely behind to fix the messes they make. 

Avery meticulously circles her big, white, fake tree. She winds the lights onto the branches like a damn brain surgeon, her eyes narrowed, and mouth pursed in concentration. Her Santa hat keeps falling in her eyes, but she will not take it off until the decorating is done.

“Ooh!” I say, slamming my finger on the enter key. I jolt up, swinging my laptop toward Wyatt. “What about this one?”

“No,” Avery says immediately.

I glance at her. She’s still focused, her movements calculated and slow. 

“You haven’t even seen it.”

“Don’t need to,” she mutters.

Yeah, she’s still not on board with me leaving.

Wyatt tosses the fairy lights that he was busying himself with back inside of the box and drops himself onto the couch, snatching my laptop from me and placing it on the coffee table. He sets his spiked eggnog down and leans forward, clicking rapidly, dark eyes focused. 

EJ, who just wound garland around the television unit sloppily and unevenly, rushes to take a peek.

Seth immediately drops to a kneel to fix EJ’s mess. 

“Nice floors,” EJ points out.

“No yard,” Wyatt counters, running a hand over his bottom jaw.

“It’s just a rental. Temporary,” I remind them.

“You need a yard,” Avery pipes up, but she’s hidden completely from view by the giant white branches now. “You love dogs.”

True. Don’t have one, though.

“This is off of Canterbury Crescent,” Wyatt says.

EJ’s brow furrows, and he leans forward from behind the couch, arms crossed. 

Wyatt is still clicking around, but I can’t see the screen.

“Hell no,” Seth says, his back to us. He is solely focused on adjusting the white garland, but his ears are clearly elsewhere.

“Why not?” I ask, bringing my drink to my lips.

“That area has gone downhill,” EJ says quietly. He’s starting to shake his head, so it isn’t looking good. 

“I would be nervous living there as a single lady,” Wyatt adds. 

“Oh, fuck—but look at that bathroom.”

“It’s so nice!” I jump in, already a tad attached to this house because of that bathroom. It has a clawfoot tub that I know will grant me the nicest bubble baths on planet earth. “I’d have so much room, and I love the black and gold colour scheme.”

“Would you like black, gold, and red?” Wyatt asks, dark eyes snapping toward me. “Because that’ll be the colour scheme when someone breaks in and murders you.”

“Next one,” Avery says, reappearing from behind the tree with her string of lights. “I’ll kill her myself before she steps foot in that house.”

Wyatt nods and snaps the computer shut. Noticing the way I deflate, he flashes me a sympathetic smile, but it’s obvious that he’s pleased everyone voted against that place.

I guess that puts an end to rental searches for the night. 

I fall against the pillows. “I don’t know what you guys expect. There is nothing else half-decent available.”

“That’s why you wait until after Christmas to look,” Wyatt says. He has said that four hundred times in the past two weeks. “Nobody is selling or renting around the holidays, P. I have told you this.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“And there is no rush,” Avery snaps over her shoulder. She lets out a grunt, yanking the Santa hat away from her face again. “It’s not like we’re going to kick you to the curb. We don’t want you to go.”

“You know,” EJ says suddenly, like a thought just came to him. He has one arm across his chest, the other cradling his drink. “I’m gone for two weeks at a time. You could stay in my guest room for the time being—until you find a place. It’ll be like living alone.”

“My god!” Avery shouts, finally tearing herself away from her masterpiece. Her brown eyes are on fire, small hands clutching the string of lights so tight that they might shatter. “What is wrong with my guest room?”

EJ holds up his hands defensively. “I’m just saying that I’m gone more often than I’m here. She’d have her own space, and it’s safe.”

I don’t say anything because this is a touchy subject for Avery, but that sounds… nice. EJ and I would have to get used to living with one another, but his work takes him out of town frequently, which would grant me some alone time, and I’d get out of Seth and Avery’s hair. 

It’s an interesting offer. 

I meet his gaze as Avery mutters to herself and resumes her work. I still don’t speak, but I nod at him, mouthing the words ‘we’ll talk.’

EJ nods, winking in solidarity. 

“Oh, shit. It’s Monday,” Wyatt says suddenly. Everyone but Avery stops to look at him. He’s gripping his phone, his other hand scratching his head over his black ballcap. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

Seth’s gaze slowly falls to me, his hands outstretched with fluffy, fake snow.

“Tomorrow?” I ask.

“Dec’s home. He gets in early as fuck, but I know he’ll be itching to see us,” Wyatt says.

Dread blossoms in my chest. Oh, right. Time has been passing so quickly, my head muddled with all things Gavin and work that I failed to remember it was Declan-Eve.

I feel the weight of Seth’s stare on the side of my face. I glance his way and his attention snaps to Wyatt far too quickly for my liking. 

At some point, Declan is going to come home, and I am going to have to face him. I just wish I had a little more time. I wish everything with Gavin was settled. I wish I could face him for the first time with a clear headspace and a lighter, kinder heart. 

I bring my glass to my lips and take a sip.

“We were thinking of hosting a brunch,” Avery says from behind the tree.

Seth has become far too interested in the television stand. He keeps tucking the same corner of the fabric-snow around the side of the base.

“Is this a boozy brunch?” EJ asks. He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. 

Everything we do over the holidays is boozy.

“It can be if you bring booze,” Avery says, still hidden behind the tree. “I’ll go and get champagne tonight, but if you want something different, you’ll have to grab it yourself.”

“I’ll get the champagne,” EJ says. “We all know Tiff and Lauren are going to down the prosecco within the first hour. I’ll grab vodka, OJ, and beer, too.”

“Tiffany has plans with her boyfriend,” Avery tells the room. “She won’t be here.”

Ah yes, the mysterious boyfriend. She has yet to bring him around, but Instagram confirms he’s real. I’m happy for her. She met him the infamous night at The Swan Dive, when Dec and I had our little spat. She’s head over heels for him. Besides Lauren, she hasn’t really spent much time with the rest of us lately. She’s happy. I can’t blame her.

“I have a question,” I announce. I’m trying to ease my own worries about being in the same room with Declan tomorrow. I’d rather we stop talking about him all together. “Will there be⁠—”

“—yes,” Avery and Seth cut me off in unison. Seth glances over his shoulder, finally meeting my eyes. “I’m making you chocolate peppermint cinnamon rolls tomorrow.”

My mouth falls open, eyes gaping. Chocolate what now?

“I think she just had an orgasm,” EJ whispers, glancing down at Wyatt.

“I did,” I admit.

Wyatt smirks at me before looking down at his phone. “Dec is in. He says he’ll pick up coffees on his way. Place your orders now, folks. The all-star is treating us.”

“Vanilla latte!”

“One milk, one sugar.”

“You want your hazelnut shit?”

“Americano, please.”

“I’ve got to pee,” I grumble, sliding off the couch.

I ignore Seth’s stare. Whatever is going on inside of his mind, I wish he’d keep it there. It’s written all over his face. I don’t know what he thinks he knows, but for the past few weeks, he hasn't been very transparent when the topic of Declan comes up. He looks at me like I’m going to spontaneously turn around and punch a hole through his drywall or combust into flames.

In a sense, things have been easier since their trip. I have begun to heal, forwarding paperwork from Gavin to the lawyer I hired, sending paperwork back to him. Things are moving forward. He’s being a bit passive aggressive, but I just ignore it. I can. I owe him nothing. 

I’ve been healing from Declan, too. It’s still a sore spot, but the trip finalized a lot of things. He didn’t want me in Pittsburgh. That was an ice-cold awakening. Accepting that there was nothing left to repair gave me the courage to try and get over it. It isn’t always easy, but I have to come to terms with it. I have to find some form of peace in my life.

Things can only get better from this point forward.

It’s a lot simpler when he isn’t around, when I can’t see him or those lips, those dimples, or any inch of his skin. When I can’t hear his voice or remember how it sounds when he whispers my name in the dark.

I shut the door to the bathroom and take a deep breath. 

It doesn’t help. 

How has breathing become hard? This is a new low. 

I walk to the toilet and lower the lid, dropping myself onto it. Okay, I’m panicking. I rub my thighs, forcing another deep, weighted breath.

In through the nose, out through the mouth. I should have grabbed Wyatt; he’s been dealing with anxiety since he was a teenager. He knows the tricks to calm an attack like this before it happens. But I don’t want to have to have to explain myself. 

How does that method go? Three things I can see? Sink, toilet, vanilla soap. Three things I can smell? This is a bathroom; do I want to smell anything in here? Three things I can hear? My friends laughing, the buzz of the fan, and the Christmas music that’s been turned up.

It will be okay. I can breathe through it. It might not feel like it right now, but this is just a panicked reaction, my lungs are getting oxygen.

Declan and I are mature adults. We can manage this without dire consequences. We’ve made it this far and nobody is any wiser. It doesn’t have to feel like everything is coming to a head. We can exist in the same orbit without making it weird for everyone else, even if it’s weird for ourselves. It’ll eventually become the new normal, right? This is just the initial push.

I’m fairly certain Seth is the only one who has picked up on anything unusual, but I swear he is a mind reader and is just keeping his gift a secret so that we don’t use his powers for our own gain.

I need to get out of this house. 

Not because I want to go. I’d love to live with Avery for the rest of my life. She and Seth need space. I need a bit of space. I haven’t had a moment to really exist on my own. Not for nearly a decade. Though it’s been nice to have my best friend beside me for every step of this travesty, I can’t keep putting on a brave face like I’m not harbouring an arsenal of secrets. I’m suffocating. I’ve reached the point where it’s time to learn to be alone. 

By spring, I’m sure that I will be able to find a place to rent. Maybe all this stuff with Gavin will be handled by then and I can look for an actual house. A permanent thing. Somewhere to plant roots again. That seems like a good way to end my old life and start my new one.

Until then, living with EJ might be a smart idea.

Avery is going to want to strangle me with a string of garland, but even she has to admit that she and Seth deserve time to enjoy being engaged. I have been hogging her since the very day he put that ring on her finger. 

Figuring out my living situation and healing from my breakup is one thing. Declan coming home is another. I truly expected that he’d avoid coming home at all this year, just to make this easier. I didn’t particularly want him to do that, but it would have been a relief.

Seth told me that Dec had been furious on that phone call, the one where he said I wasn’t welcome in Pittsburgh. I figured he’d go to the greatest of lengths to avoid me, including avoiding Christmas. 

Breathe in and breathe out, and hopefully, by the time I am done fake peeing, they aren’t talking about Declan anymore. 

After five minutes, I wash my hands for absolutely no reason and saunter back downstairs. Christmas music is blasting a little louder than before. The lights are perfectly strung through the white branches of the tree, and Avery is digging through a giant box of ornaments with a frown on her face.

I stop behind the couch, watching her gnaw on her lip. “Need any⁠—”

“No!” she shouts, smacking a few bulbs out of the way.

I raise my brows, eyes flickering to Seth. He just shakes his head. 

Don’t get in between this girl and her tree. 

I glance over my shoulder to where EJ is mixing up a cocktail in the kitchen, singing a bit too loud and extremely off key. His red beanie is pulled low atop his blond hair. The concoction he is brewing up is a deep, murky red colour. It looks lethal. 

He pours a heap of frozen cranberries into the pitcher.

Wyatt is waiting by the island for him to finish, barking orders to put more vodka in.

Angry, grinch girl or two happy, drunken boys?

I spin on my heel and walk to the kitchen. Wyatt is blocking the way in, so I slide under his arm and wrap my hands around his middle instead, leaning into him. 

He wraps a big, heavy arm onto my shoulders.

“Too much mint!” he groans, throwing his hand up.

“Making one for me, Ernie?” I ask.

EJ’s tongue is poking out from between his lips. He nods, tearing into some more mint with his fingers. He drops it into the mixer, shooting Wyatt a pointed look.

Wyatt just grins, joining in on the singing now, under his breath. It’s the Christmas CD from our childhood, one featuring a pop star and her sister, and it’s a requirement of any Christmas that includes Avery and I. The guys know all the words now, albeit begrudgingly. “Little Drummer Boy” has always been their favourite. 

Wyatt squeezes my shoulder, and then turns me in his hands. 

I look up at that sweet face that I love so dearly. Dark, kind eyes, a strong jaw, and the perfect, crooked smile. Wyatt’s smirk grows as I peer up at him. He slides his hand into mine. It’s an attempt to drag me out of the kitchen and toward the living room to dance with him. 

I know his moves.

He’s doing this little two-step, tappy thing with his feet. I can’t help but laugh. It looks funny when a giant tap dances, if you didn’t know. He looks positively adorable doing it. 

“Come on, P,” he says, spinning me under his arm. “Show me that Sweeten flavour.”

I roll my eyes but let him pull me back into his chest. He slides his arm to my waist, and I wrap my own around his back, feigning reluctance. 

I’ll dance with him anywhere. In any room. Any day of the week. He’s the only guy in this house that gets that privilege. 

He whirls us around the living room in the most uncoordinated, discombobulated dance routine that I have ever been a part of. We almost crash into Avery’s bucket of baubles, and she lets out an ear-piercing scream, clinging to it for dear life.

But I’m laughing. I’m really laughing. I’m not thinking about how much different my life was last Christmas as Wyatt spins me around. I can’t remember how lost I am when Avery grumbles about a missing ballerina ornament. I forget that I have never known this depth of sadness when EJ flashes me a toothy smile and shoves a drink that is too strong for human consumption into my hands.

But I do think about Declan. 

I think about him in every moment, in every step, and in every second. 

When Wyatt tilts his head back and sings at the top of his lungs, it’s Declan’s face that I see that night at The Swan Dive. When EJ lines up shots, it’s Declan I picture, removing my lemon slice from the glass. When Seth gathers Avery close, smoothing out her hair and calming her down with one touch, I remember how his arms had felt like home.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
declan


I type the code into Seth’s front door and stroll right inside the quiet house. 

It’s snowing. A fresh layer of soft powder blankets the steps and the bushes that line them. It snows in Pittsburgh, but Canadian winters are different. They feel different. There is nothing like the holidays in Canada. Winters here are comforting, even when you can’t feel your fingers. 

I’m relieved to be back. There was a comfort that came with stepping out of the airport and seeing the soft, fluffy flakes falling from the dark sky. It felt like I was being welcomed home. There was a bit of peace in that.

It’s bullshit, obviously. I have never felt more fucking nervous than walking up these front steps and through this front door. The death march music blares inside my head. It’s snowing and cold, but I know there is something more bitter waiting for me beyond this big, red door.

It doesn’t matter. I can’t let it matter. The holidays have always been important in our friend group. I won’t be the one ruining it. Not for anything. Not because of her or whatever the hell is going on with me.

“Merry fucking Christmas!” I shout as I kick off my shoes. I slam the door for good measure, hoping to wake up every single soul inside of this house. I saw the videos from last night. I read the texts. I know these hooligans were up until the early hours of the morning.

Tough shit. I’m home. It’s time to celebrate. I warned them all that I was going to be on Canadian soil bright and early and they knew to be prepared.

I hear a grumble from the living room. 

I chuckle and tread carefully through the hall with my stack of coffees, wading through the dim morning light. I don’t bother trying to be quiet. I’ll be a bull in a China shop at the expense of them all. This is what they get for not being able to wait one night for me to get here before starting the festivities. 

I drop the coffees onto the island and turn to the mountain of blankets piled on Seth’s couch. I can make out the outline of a body. You know it was a long night if the stragglers couldn’t even make it home.

I take one, giant breath and shout at the top of my lungs. “I’m home!”

With my black coffee in hand, I round the couch. Even after screaming at the top of my lungs, the blankets don’t move, but I hear a pained groan somewhere underneath them.

I wait for a few seconds, watching the edge of the couch, trying to figure out if this lump is Wyatt or EJ. They’ve got aggressively long legs under there. I can see black socks poking out. It must be Wyatt. He’s the only psycho that would sleep with socks on.

Only one way to find out.

Rolling my eyes, I kick the bottom of the couch. Hard.

Curse words rumble through the room. A second later, Wyatt’s head pops out from under the blanket, blinking through sleep. His short, curly hair is flattened on one side of his head, dark eyes taking a second to focus as he drifts back to reality.

When he comes back to consciousness, a cheesy smile pulls at his lips.

But then the blankets in front of him move. Wyatt pulls them back excitedly, and my heart plummets to my ass. Another head appears just under his. Messy, staticky, blonde hair. Last night’s makeup still on her face. Blue eyes that have hurt me time and time again. 

Our eyes lock, hers hard and impenetrable. Her cheeks are flushed, her discomfort clear. She’s been awake longer than I’ve been here. She attempted to stay hidden. She would have suffocated under those blankets if Wyatt hadn’t pulled them off her.

I know that for a fucking fact.

Can’t hide now, Lucky. I see you.

My eyes skirt down their bodies. He’s completely wrapped around her to the point where I couldn’t even tell that there were two of them on the couch. His hand slides across her stomach to reach up and rub the sleep from his eyes. He stretches outward, removing that thigh that he had tossed over her.

My throat is dry, but my gaze is locked on the way he unfolds himself from the last body I've touched. 

My eyes dart back to hers. Dread courses through my fucking guts.

Those damn eyes flicker to the ground, her mouth tightening to a hard line. She can’t even look at me. 

Well, fuck. 

I don’t like what that might insinuate. 

Fuck.

I turn, retreating to the kitchen because if I keep looking at them, I’m going to lose my grip on my sanity. I don’t say anything to Wyatt. I don’t even say hello. I’m losing it here. My god, it’s only been five minutes and my clothes feel too tight on my body.  

I start rearranging the coffees because I can’t think of anything else to do and my hands are shaking. I’ll do anything to avoid turning back to face that couch.

I hyped myself up to see her. I practiced being civil in my head. The whole flight over, I thought about how I’d act, what I would say to break the ice. I would be lying if I hadn’t been thinking of ways to turn on the charm and hopefully lower her guard so that I could assess the situation. 

What I hadn’t been prepared for was seeing her tangled up with Wyatt, her ass pressed against his… fuck. 

Why does this feel like I just got punched in the stomach?

“Lowesy!” I hear a scream in the distance. I glance at the wall, listening. It’s EJ, somewhere upstairs. “Do you charge for delivery?”

Not if it gets me out of this fucking mess. I’ll pay him to let me deliver this.

There’s rustling from the couch. I’m not sure if it’s Wyatt or Penny getting up, but I don’t care to find out. I can’t particularly look either of them in the eye right now.

I grab EJ’s Americano and rush out of the kitchen. I try to keep my pace as casual as ever, but I’m practically sprinting up the stairs and away from whatever the fuck I just saw on that couch. 

I can’t think about it. My stomach turns when I do.

The door to the spare room is already wide open. This is Penny’s room. It’s where she’s been staying. When she’s not spooning Wyatt, that is.

I round the corner and nearly burst out laughing. The fire burning my skin extinguishes a bit at the sad sight before me.

EJ is fully clothed, face down on the bed. His cheek is pressed to the sheets, drool staining the blanket. His arm hangs off the bed while his fingers clutch a garbage can. There’s a bottle of ibuprofen and a glass of water on the nightstand beside his head. 

I lean against the doorframe, cocking a brow. “Good night?”

He glares at me with blue eyes like ice, but he doesn’t move. I don’t know if he can. 

“I’m fairly fucking certain that Seth and Penny carried me to bed last night.”

I chuckle, shaking my head. Wouldn’t be the first time.

He lets out a long breath and shuts his red-rimmed eyes. “Also fairly certain that I puked in the kitchen sink.”

We’ve all been there. It’s much more enjoyable when you’re not the one suffering through it. 

“Sounds like I should make you come get your coffee.”

EJ squeezes his eyes shut tighter, letting out a fake cry. “Please have mercy on me. I’m a good boy. I just do bad things sometimes.”

I bark out a laugh, pushing myself from the door frame. He is anything but a good boy. But I love him for that.

I drop his coffee on the nightstand and place my hand on his head, running my fingers over his blond bedhead. He sighs against the touch, snuggling deeper into the blankets. 

“Have you taken the ibuprofen yet? Had some water?”

He grumbles something. 

I’ll take that as a no. 

I pop open the bottle, fishing out a couple of pills and put my hand under his chin, forcing him upward a bit. He cracks his eyes open, glaring at me, but I see the amusement dancing behind that look. He finds this as hilarious as I do.

I cock a brow, a silent order, wiggling the pills in my hand.

He opens his mouth and sticks out his tongue.

I smirk, feeding him the pills. EJ waits as I grab the water and slowly bring it to his lips, tilting up his chin. He swallows in one gulp and then falls back onto the mattress as if that was the most taxing thing he’s ever done in his life.

This man does hard labour in a mine for a living.

“You pissed in a plant, too.”

I whirl toward the door. 

Seth, still in his pajamas, is staring at EJ with a stern look.

EJ groans and tries to smother himself in the bedsheets. 

I raise my brows, as if to say: no shit? Seth tries but fails to hide his smile. He shakes his head. EJ did no such thing, but today will be the day that we convince him that he did. 

The downfall of being the drunkest one at the party.

“Breakfast in the next two hours, Eej. Be up by then,” Seth tells him.

EJ flings his arm up to give a thumbs up, but nearly knocks over his coffee in the process. I jump forward, stopping it from tumbling onto his head and burning his face. He’s the one who tells me it’s his money maker. All the time. We can’t ruin the money maker.

He only grumbles an apology but makes no further movement to wake himself.

It’s time to leave sleeping beauty to rest. Meeting Seth in the hall, I close the door behind us. Let him take those two hours to sleep this off. He clearly needs it.

Seth’s gaze is loaded once we’re alone in the dark hallway. I scan his face, looking for an answer to the question that I really don’t want to ask.

“EJ needed a bed last night,” he explains quietly, using his oracle powers before I even speak. “Penny graciously let him have hers.”

Yeah. That’s not the fucking issue.

“They’re cuddling on the couch. Her and Wy,” I blurt out, and I can hear how bitter I sound. I want to smack myself.

Seth stares at me for a second, face giving nothing away. He hasn’t been downstairs yet. He hasn’t seen him wrapped around her like he knows her body, like his own is perfectly molded for hers. 

It’s not, by the way. I refuse to believe that. 

“That isn’t anything new,” Seth reminds me gently. 

Yeah, yeah, they used to have sleepovers all the time. They used to fall asleep on the couch like that, too. We were also twenty, and the two of them had never even kissed or touched romantically. 

Have they now? 

I can’t even consider that. No. There is no way. That’d be over the line. 

Would it? I have no authority here, really. But it feels like I want it. This feels different. It feels like a slap in the face now. She feels like… fuck, she feels like she’s mine.

“Right,” I mutter.

Seth gives me a look. This one I can read. “Dec, please.”

“I’m fine,” I say. I’m not. But I’m here, the fucking coffee fairy, and I need to sort out this internal war within myself before I make this worse. I have to show my face downstairs again, so it doesn’t look like I’m trying to hide from her. 

I am hiding from her.

Seth studies my face carefully for a long moment.

“I just…” I say, my voice trailing off. He didn’t say anything. Hadn’t asked anything either, yet I’m still talking. It’s part of his weird, oracle games. My words get stuck in my throat. I just didn’t expect it to feel this painful when I saw her. “I don’t know if I can do this, man.”

It comes out in a whisper. It sounds almost like I’m pleading. I hate it, but even saying that aloud sends a rush of gross and unexplainable pain through my body. God, I meant that. I meant that with the entirety of my stupid heart.

I physically cannot see her with another man. I don’t care if it’s Wyatt, if it’s a stranger, or if it’s Gavin. I can’t. I can’t be this severed from her, wondering how she’s feeling, wondering if she’s okay. I can’t be here with her, without actually being here with her—present, talking to each other. Friends.

Seth’s face softens. He’s going to have to host the hoard of us today, and I’m ruining the mood before the sun even rises. I think we were both hoping that these weird feelings toward Penny would be gone by the time I came home for the holidays. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. To make matters worse, the first thing I saw was her sleeping with another guy. I know it’s only Wyatt, but fuck… it confirmed a lot of things that I was hoping weren’t true. I was hoping I was just fixating on the situation and all these feelings, whatever they are, would diminish once we were in the same room again.

Nope. Still there.

“Look,” Seth whispers, glancing back at his bedroom door. “EJ was supposed to go out and grab the alcohol this morning. Clearly, that isn’t going to happen. What do you say we go for a drive? Get out of the house for a bit?”

A wave of relief washes over me.

That sounds like the best idea he’s had in years. Yes. Yes, I want to get the hell out of this house and do a refresh on my brain. I need a do-over. I need a chance to walk back in here, shoulders back and head high, knowing what I am about to face.

“Please.”

“Give me a minute to get changed,” he says quietly, placing his hand on my shoulder. He gives me a gentle shake, maybe to reassure me that I am not going to drop dead if I go back downstairs.

He slips into his bedroom, and I’m nodding after him like he can still see me. I think I’m trying to hype myself up. It’s not working. I glance down the staircase. I feel like a fucking idiot standing here alone, too afraid to face her. 

I don’t need Seth as my backup. 

I don’t, right?

If I stay up here, she’ll figure out what I’m doing. Avoiding her. I have to find my balls and just pretend like this isn’t bothering me. It’s the only move I’ve got.

I suck in a breath and shake out my shoulders. Only a minute or so, and then Seth will be ready to go. Without thinking too much about it, I head back downstairs and tread carefully into the kitchen. 

Act fucking normal, Declan.

Please don’t be cuddling still. Please don’t be hugging or some shit. Give me a chance to survive this, Lucky.

I round the corner to see Wyatt awake and alert, sorting through the coffees with tired eyes. He turns when he sees me, flashing me that famous crooked smile that used to piss me off. It’s taunting, even when he doesn’t mean for it to be. I saw it too many times on the ice to think of it otherwise.

Right now, he’s just happy to see me, but my brain is convincing me he’s taunting me because he slept on the couch with the woman that I’m fucking dying to just talk to again. 

“There’s my superstar,” he jokes, opening his arms. I walk into them, acting like I don’t want to punch him in the jaw for where his hands were last night. “It’s a cup year, buddy. It’s a cup year.”

“Yeah?” I say, because I have nothing else to say. The playoffs are the last thing on my mind right now. Hockey doesn’t matter at the moment. 

Never thought I’d hear myself saying that sentence in this lifetime.

I can feel her eyes, but I don’t want to look.

He nods, pulling back with an extra smack between my shoulder blades. He sorts through the coffees again until he finds his black light roast, popping the lid off and tossing it to the side. He slides onto one of the bar stools.

“If you keep playing the way you have been, absolutely.”

Wyatt is usually the one to bust my balls, so it’s nice to hear him genuinely boosting my ego.

I smile tightly, and I glance over my shoulder because I’m an idiot and a sucker for punishment. 

She’s sitting up, picking at the ends of the blanket on her lap. Her blonde hair is all crazy and wild, much like I expect it was before she snuck out of my hotel room that night.

Shit.

Her bottom lip is slightly pushed out. I don’t even think she knows she’s doing it. I want to smooth it out with my thumb, force a smile. God, she looks so fucking sad. I expected to be angry with her, but I look at her and I just fucking ache. 

When I read the coffee order last night, I wasn’t surprised to see one order missing. After what happened in Pittsburgh, Penny wasn’t going to ask anything of me, not even a coffee. That’s not how it’s going to be on my end. It never will. I just can’t be that guy. 

“Ready to go?” Seth asks, appearing around the corner. He slides his body between me and the wall and grabs his keys from the little bowl on the island.

I nod, my eyes flickering back to her. Her gaze is locked in on me now, her expression unreadable.

Caught you looking, Lucky. 

“Where are you going?” Wyatt asks.

“To grab the alcohol,” Seth says with a sigh.

Wyatt huffs a laugh. “Ernie Junior. Always so dependable.”

It’s only a second, but our eyes are glued to each other. Neither of us can seem to look away. I know she’s going to break this gaze at any moment. She’s going to hide from me. It’s what she does best.

“There’s a hazelnut latte for you there,” I tell her, nodding toward the island. Her face tells me nothing, but I swear her eyes soften just a bit. I swear I see a bit of the pain that I feel. “Extra cinnamon on top.”

I tear my eyes away from her and follow behind Seth wordlessly, my fingers itching to do something. I don’t want to admit how hard my heart is hammering against my ribs. A few words and a half a second of eye contact and I can’t handle it. I start unbuttoning and buttoning my coat, seconds from losing my mind.

“Grab some clamato!” Wyatt calls after us.

The moment I step into the cold winter air, it feels like I can breathe again. I shut the door behind us and trudge down the steps, sucking in all the fresh, Penny-less oxygen that I can. 

When we reach Seth’s truck, he meets my eyes over the hood. His glare is scalding.

“You’re fucked,” he tells me. It’s a warning. A clear, distinct warning.

I swallow. 

He unlocks the truck and I nearly tear the door off the hinges when I open it.

“Yeah. I’m gathering that.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
penny


Oh my god. What did I do?

When Wyatt pulled that blanket over our heads, I wanted to keel over and die. 

I was already wide awake and staring at the wall, my mind unraveling with anxiety thinking about the day ahead. I almost dropped off the couch and barrel rolled behind the Christmas tree when I heard Declan’s voice. 

I am not ready to see him. Not here. Not yet. Not like this.

I saw the way he looked at me, how his face hardened in resolve. Wyatt was wrapped around me like a cocoon. It meant nothing, obviously. It’s Wyatt. Last night we were drunk, I was sad, and he crawled over from his side of the couch to mine when he heard me sniffling in the middle of the night.

He barely said anything, just told me it was going to be okay and held me close. He rubbed my back until I calmed. I’m sure he was thinking it was about Gavin. It wasn’t. Not even for a moment. I was so afraid of what was coming in the morning, of how different it would feel with this new, broken thing between us. 

It was all about Declan. Every tear.

But Declan wasn’t supposed to see that. I hadn’t thought that we might still be wrapped around each other when he arrived. I don’t know where our boundaries are anymore, but if I walked in and saw him snuggling up to Lauren, I’d probably feel a bit weird about it. 

Hell, I don’t think I’d handle it half as calmly as he did.

I don’t know if his reaction was from seeing me and Wyatt like that or if it was just over seeing me for the first time again. Either way, the iciness in his stare was so cold that it stung my skin. I can still feel it, even as I hold my coffee in between my palms for warmth.

I know I’m all sorts of messed up right now, that my healing process has been a bit messier than it has been healthy, but none of it was worth losing him. We have become strangers, and that is proving to be more painful than the rest of it. 

A damn coffee almost brought tears to my eyes. Wyatt sent that text last night without my order. When they asked for a second time if I wanted my usual, I told them that I was trying to cut out caffeine because it was amping up my stress and making my insomnia worse, which had Avery gawking at me across the room.

Nobody had the nerve to call me out on that with all the Gavin related stuff happening in my life.

I’d cut out breathing before I’d cut out coffee.

It was a lie, but I couldn’t ask him to buy me a coffee. I know how badly I screwed all of this up, the mass murder I committed in our relationship. I couldn’t accept a kind gesture from him, no matter how small. 

My order still arrived, even when I hadn’t placed it. The right order. Even worse, my sad girl order: extra cinnamon on top. I only order that when things are really sucking. I didn’t even know that he knew that. That’s an Avery-only type of detail. 

I am still in ‘the crew’ group chat that we use, which all of us are in. I watched everyone’s orders pop up and there was no hazelnut latte included. Lauren even chimed in with her order, but I was a ghost in that chat, hovering but never speaking. 

I shouldn’t have my favourite coffee in my hands right now.

I don’t deserve it, but it’s here.

Because Declan is just a nice guy, even though he’s a pain in the ass, and that makes this harder than it should be.

Wyatt’s beside me on the couch, lounging lazily against my side, poking EJ with his feet just to tick him off.

EJ crawled his way back to life and made his way downstairs about twenty minutes ago. He’s still moaning and groaning with his gray hood pulled tightly over his eyes, but he’s awake and alive. He chugged his coffee and half of Lauren’s before she even arrived, and then whined about how his stomach hurt because of the dairy.

“Hm,” Lauren says, clicking her tongue as she takes a sip of her half-drunk caramel macchiato. She glances sideways at EJ, smacking her lips as if she’s at a luxury wine tasting. “Your backwash kind of tastes like vomit. Any reason that would be?”

My lips tug upwards despite the feeling in my chest.

EJ groans, tugging the strings of his hoodie closed. “Don’t say ‘vomit’.”

“Ah—I see it here now,” she says, examining the label on her cup. She narrows her eyes like she’s reading, her finger skimming the sticker. “It’s a caramel barf-iatto. Must be a new flavour.”

I laugh under my breath, taking a sip of my own drink. The cinnamon sprinkle that has now flooded through the coffee dances along my taste buds. 

“Lau, I’m going to caramel barf-iatto if you keep talking about barf-iatto’s,” EJ grumbles, rolling onto his side. He grabs the blanket that’s on Wyatt’s lap and tugs it off him, pulling it completely on top of himself. “And I’ll aim for your lap.”

“Aw,” Lauren coos, reaching forward to boop his nose. He swats her away, wincing when he accidentally hits her engagement ring. “Ernie Junior needs to learn how to hold his alcohol.”

“God, you smell,” Wyatt groans, shoving him a bit rougher with his foot.

“Holy fuck!” EJ cries, throwing his hands up. He rolls his head back to glare at the both of us, even though I’ve been quiet as a mouse all morning. “Is it ‘pick on EJ’ day? At least wait until Lowesy and Seth get back so you can all have a go.”

I force a smile, but I don’t say anything. The truth is, I’ve been holding my breath and staring at the door all morning. I am trying my hardest to figure out the best next step. I don’t know if I should jump up when they get back, maybe ask Declan to talk. Thank him for the coffee?

I should. I really should. 

I won’t. 

I know that. My fear of him turning me down outweighs my discomfort. 

I can’t have that conversation. It will kill me. 

My therapist says that I have developed a new fear of abandonment. It’s like I live each day waiting for the world to come crashing down, waiting for people to leave. I consider people halfway out the door already.

I’m too scared of what it will feel like if he steps through that door completely. If we don’t talk about it, at least he’s still hovering inside of my life. 

The front door opens and Seth and Declan’s chatter floods through the house. 

Nope. Not doing it.

“EJ!” Wyatt says quietly, smacking the back of EJ’s head over and over with excitement. “The boys brought you your breakfast.”

Lauren barks out a laugh. “Vodka, clamato, tabasco, and pickle juice?”

“Exactly!”

EJ groans again, pulling the blanket over his head.

Seth saunters in first, a big brown bag in his hands. He smiles at the room, unsurprised that his fiancé is not among the crew lounging on his couch. Still too early for Ave. Especially hungover Ave. His eyes quickly flicker to Lauren, who hadn’t been here earlier, he nods in greeting.

Declan slides in behind him, baseball cap on backward, loose waves falling to the back of his neck. His hands are full, but he trudges into the room like those bags weigh nothing. 

I avert my eyes.

Lauren hops off the couch with an excited squeal. She does not waste one second before rushing into Declan’s arms, babbling away.

I watch from over the rim of my cup. Lauren’s arms snake around Declan. Her hand slides around those broad shoulders. She frantically rocks him back and forth and he laughs that smooth, melodic laugh in her ear.

“It’s so good to see you! I’ve missed you,” she says. I think of how I winded my fingers around that exact spot as I held his body close to mine. Of his lips on my neck. Of my fingers slipping through his hair. “You’re killing it! My brothers will not stop talking about it. They brag about you to everyone they see.”

I tear my eyes away. I don’t know why it feels invasive to look. I’ve seen him hug Lauren millions of times. She is also extremely married and has been married for three years.

“I need to pop those cinnamon buns in the oven,” Seth says, sliding past the two of them and into the kitchen.

Those are magic words if I’ve ever heard them.

I take that opportunity to pull myself from the couch. Wyatt snuggles up to EJ to poke at his face and irritate him, reclining himself completely on his back so that their heads are nearly touching. 

I make my way past the huggers without looking at either of them. They’re talking about the hockey season. She’s showering him with compliments that he deserves and he’s listening with the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen, but there are no dimples. 

It’s true. He’s having the best season of his career. Although it’s early, I wouldn’t be surprised if he wins the cup this year. Wyatt was right. Declan is playing like a champion.

When I enter the kitchen, Seth is removing plastic wrap from a pan that contains the most delicious looking, mouth-watering cinnamon buns I have ever seen. 

That means something. 

I have seen and eaten a lot of cinnamon rolls in my lifetime. I’m a cinnamon roll expert, if I do say so myself. 

My eyes widen as I stand on my tiptoes for a better look.

The corner of Seth’s lip twitches upward, he adjusts the angle so I can see them in all their glory. “Made them while you were working yesterday afternoon.”

Locked in the spare room. None the wiser.

My eyes flicker to his face, clutching my latte tighter to my chest. “Those look heavenly.”

“We’ll see how they taste. This was an experiment,” he says with a soft laugh.

He begins to press buttons on the stove, getting his canvas ready to start his work. I linger just behind him, keeping my back to the living room. Intentionally. The room suddenly felt very small, very quickly. I fear if I go back into it, I’ll suffocate.

“Can I help you start anything?” I ask, hope in my voice.

“God, no,” he says, waving me off. He scurries to the fridge and begins taking out ingredients. Bacon, eggs, sausage. “Go and enjoy yourself.”

He doesn’t like help in the kitchen. Never has. This is his thing. He likes listening to his friends talk and joke around while he cooks for them, lingering on the sidelines, ready for them to ooh and ahh over his delicious food when he sets it in front of them.

The thing is, I can’t enjoy myself with the elephant in the room. The six-foot-two, hazel-eyed elephant with great lips and adorable dimples that poke through his stubble.

“I can start the pancakes. Or peel potatoes.” 

Seth shoots me a look, but when he sees the desperation on my face, realization dawns on him. He stands up straight, expression softening. His eyes dart past me to Declan, who is probably harassing EJ by now with a smile on his face. 

I can’t look. 

Seth’s dark eyes flicker back to me. He seems to be the only person in this room that knows something is going on. The others appear to have forgotten the fight at the bar.

Not Seth, though. Not the almighty, all-knowing Seth.

Even if the Pittsburgh call hadn’t happened, Seth would have figured out that something is wrong by now. It’s just who he is.

He dips his chin, pressing his lips together in a tight, apologetic smile. Reaching forward, he places his hand on my shoulder and squeezes gently. 

The act of comfort makes my heart break a bit. I shut my eyes, leaning into his touch.

Keep it together. I have to keep it together.

“Alright, P,” he says quietly, squeezing again. I open my eyes to meet his, which are laced with a knowing sympathy. “Get the cheese grater. You’re making hashbrowns.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
declan


She avoided me all morning.

It is quite a talent, and she is exceptionally good at it. Every room that I was in, she was miraculously missing from. If I was at one end of the table, she was as far away as she could physically be. She spent all morning cooking with Seth, which I know was for her benefit because Seth would rather stick his head in the oven than share kitchen space. 

She is trying to keep this civil. That should relax me, but it does the opposite. I’m on edge. I find myself avoiding looking at her all together, only stealing glances when I know she’s too engrossed in another conversation to clock me. 

I’d rather have her scream at me. At least then, she’s talking. I was not expecting ‘civil’ to not be enough.

I am so angry with her that my chest hurts, but then I look at her and can’t help but wonder if that anger is even worth it. I miss her. Not being able to really look at her has only made me realize how truly stunning that girl is. It’s an agonizing kind of beauty. It hurts to look at her, but it feels way worse not to see her at all. I’d choose misery for eternity if it meant she would at least smile at me again.

Honey-coloured hair falling down her back in effortless, loose curls. A small, but perfect mouth that is quick and witty and sinful. Soft, too. I remember just how soft. 

And her damn eyes. 

They’re the stormiest blue I’ve ever seen. Never seen another pair like them. Even if I had, they wouldn’t be the same. The soul behind them is different, and I think that’s why I can’t wait for the day they look my way again. 

I’ve loved those eyes since I shouldn’t have, and now that I have had a chance to see them more intimately, I’m a fucking sucker for them. Even if she’s glaring at me, I feel blessed that she’s willing to look at me. It’s like pulling teeth to get her to look in my direction anymore. 

As Seth kindly pointed out, I’m fucked. 

I look away from her, focusing back on the conversation that EJ and Seth are having on either side of me. I guess I’m in this conversation too by proxy, but I haven’t been paying much attention. 

I’m trying not to fixate on how Wyatt and Penny have been circling each other all day, always within arm’s reach of one another. I’m trying to pretend that I haven’t noticed it’s a bit different this time around with them. But I’ve definitely noticed, and it’s starting to piss me off. 

I wonder for a moment if he knows all that happened between us.

Then again, Wyatt would have said something about it already. I have no doubt about it. Wyatt would kill someone for any of us, but he’s had a soft spot for her since he met her. I’m sure he would have made his opinion known by now if he knew.

So no, he’s just gravitating toward her because he wants to, not to prove a point. Somehow that’s worse. It doesn’t skip my mind that this is the first time she’s been single in almost a decade. Wyatt has barely dated in all of that time. 

A sinking feeling roots in my gut. 

Maybe he’s been waiting for this moment for a while now. 

Kindly. As a friend. Being there whenever she needed it and only giving his opinion when she asked for it.

The opposite of what I’ve done.

I force a breath through my nose. The alcohol isn’t helping. I was hoping it would calm me, but I can feel my temper rising in my blood. She can avoid me all she wants but we’re eventually going to have to speak. Wyatt and Avery can’t be her human shields forever.

This town is only so big. This friend group is even smaller.

EJ takes a big swig of his Cesar. Hair of the dog, he said. He feels better now, so it must be working. I wish that cure worked for me. I still feel like shit, and I’ve been drinking the heaviest out of everyone. 

I run a hand over my face. 

Seth catches my eye, cocking a brow. 

EJ’s still talking, but the last thing I need is for him to catch on.

I just shake my head. I don’t want to get into this right now. Not at all during the holidays, to be honest. Not in front of EJ, either.

“You’re going to bring it home if you win, right?” EJ asks, biting into his garnish. “Have a party or something? I’ve got to touch it man. I’ve got to kiss it.”

They’re talking about the Stanley Cup, about me winning the cup.

“You can only kiss it if you win it,” Seth says, tossing a grape in his mouth. 

I watch him and my mind whirls, remembering Penny and those fucking cinnamon rolls that he’d made her this morning. I don’t know what he put in them, but she tore a piece off, popped it in her mouth and the sounds she made… my god. 

I mean seriously, if there is a god, she is really fucking testing me right now. 

I had to leave the room. I was transported right back to that hotel suite, to being on top of her, and watching her fall apart in my arms. I almost lost my mind. I don’t care if it was a hazelnut latte flavoured cinnamon roll—that was not fair. I was mad at her for over an hour for reacting like that over a pastry because she sent all the blood rushing right to my dick.

God, I am fucked. 

The thought of talking to her makes me want to die, but not talking to her is slowly killing me anyway. I think Seth might have been right. I feel something for her now. I don’t know when it changed from friendship to something different, but I know it was before I was granted the privilege of kissing her.

I realize that now. 

That night just sent those feelings up into the fucking stratosphere. 

Now it’s almost all I can think about.

It’s easier when I’m in Pittsburgh. I just put all my energy into my game and try to forget that things are different outside of it. I rewire my brain into thinking life at home will be the same when I get there. It’s the only way I can keep myself from losing my mind. I just act like she hasn’t taken it over. It’s harder when those eyes are in the room with me.

“If I win it, you can kiss it,” I say, patting EJ on the back. He lights up, his eyes full of child-like hope.

Even Seth looks a bit thrilled at the idea. He tries to hide it, probably for my own benefit. He knows the amount of pressure that sits on my shoulders whenever they talk about the cup. At one point, it was a dream for all of us. I’ve wanted to pull this off for them since I entered the league.

“If it happens, it’s going to be a bloodbath trying to get tickets,” Seth adds.

I nod. 

I only get a limited number of tickets. I don’t want to jinx it by thinking that far in advance, but I have been thinking about it. A lot. I’d want all of them there. They support me just as heavily as my parents do, and that is a whole lot of support. 

Wyatt stalks my stats like I’m Lemieux or something, like everything I do deserves to be hung on the fridge. He gives me shit, but he is my loudest cheerleader at the same time.

Hell, none of them ever even really miss a game.

They have to be there. If I’m there, they will be too.

My eyes flicker toward Penny across the table. 

She has to be there. 

Fighting or not, she’s been a part of this since the beginning. 

“I’ve thought about that,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “If that were to ever happen, I don’t know how many tickets each player would get.”

Truth is, I’ve never let myself think about it for too long. It’s like if I do, it’ll never come to fruition. Superstitions really trip up my life sometimes.

“Obviously if we get two, those are going to mom and pops,” I continue, lowering my glass back to the table. “But if I’m ever in a final, I’ll buy you guys the tickets. All of you. One way or another, you’ll be there.”

EJ’s brows skyrocket. “Do you know how⁠—”

“Yeah, Eej. I know how expensive they are.”

“We could get our own. We would get our own,” Seth says, fishing for more grapes.

“You could, but I guarantee I’ll have better seats,” I flash a megawatt smile. What hockey players could deny seats close to the glass at a final? “Plus, I’m sure they’ll give me some kind of deal since I’m on the team. They’ve got to give us something.”

Don’t know if they would. Wouldn’t tell them if they wouldn’t. 

I hate talking about money, but I make millions now. 

Wyatt’s a local coach, Seth is an accountant, and EJ makes good money at the mines, but not that much money. Avery and Lauren are teachers. Penny works in marketing. Tiffany is a dental hygienist who bartends a couple of nights a week. It wouldn’t put me out to grab tickets for them. I’d never want to put them into financial stress just to show up and support me. Paying for those tickets is the least I could do to have them there. 

“Better start saving then,” EJ smirks, smacking a hand onto my shoulder. “Because you’re winning the cup this year. I can smell it in the air.”

I really wish they’d stop saying that.

“We’ll see.”

I want it too badly to allow myself to hope. It’s the only thing I’ve dreamt about since I was a kid. Literally, the only thing. I didn’t want cars or money or a wife and kids. I wanted the pros and the cup. I would have played for free if I got to put on that jersey every night. It’s what any kid who pulled skates on their feet and fell in love with the game dreams about. 

Sometimes, it still doesn’t feel like I’ve actually made it. I have these out of body experiences where I sit back and realize that I did it. I’m in the big leagues. I’m playing for Pittsburgh. Fans have jerseys with my name on the back. That roaring crowd is for me.

But I did make it. I’ve almost achieved every dream that I’ve ever dared to dream. 

Besides the cup. 

My eyes flicker across the table again.

Besides a couple of things.

“Oh!” Avery says, clapping her hands together.

All attention goes to her when she stands. I allow myself a brief second to skim my eyes over Penny, right beside her twin. She is whispering to Wyatt, a small, mischievous smile on her mouth. 

He tilts his head back and laughs at whatever she’s said.

Oh, please. What’s so funny, Wyatt?

It’s decided. He doesn’t get to kiss the cup. He can look at it, but only from far away. He gets one picture, and it can only be a selfie.

“We have to pick names! Lauren, can you pull for Tiff?”

Lauren wipes her hands on a napkin. “Yeah, of course.”

Where is Tiffany? I don’t ask because I try not to inquire about her more than I have to. I put us all in a weird position with that one and now that it stopped being morbidly uncomfortable, I’m not willing to push us back there.

I almost laugh at myself.

As if I didn’t do something worse with the blonde across the table.

Avery rushes to her perfect tree and back, shaking a gold, glittery box in her hand. She smiles wide, wiggling her brows, mixing the names repeatedly with each toss before she reaches down and passes the box to Penny. 

Penny stares down at the folded-up pieces of paper like they’re a stick of dynamite. She smiles tight, all eyes on her. 

I take a sip of my drink, trying my hardest not to stare at her and read too hard into things, but I’ve memorized that face since I was nineteen years old. I know the look in her eyes when she’s angry. I can see it in her face when she’s upset. I know a fake smile from a real one.

The one on her face right now? Fake. 

She digs her hand through the box and chooses a name, passing the rest of them over to Wyatt. She brings the little white slip close to her face and opens it, quickly folding it again and dropping it to her lap. That phony smile is still on her face. She swallows, her eyes flickering in my direction.

Fuck. Caught.

Whatever. I hold her stare, because I’m not about to take any second she’ll look at me for granted. My heart stills when she offers me a sad little smile, like she’s sorry that we’ve ended up here. My face must fall, because she tears her eyes away a second later. 

The box goes from hand to hand until it gets to me. I force myself to watch each person select their tiny slip of paper instead of looking anywhere near Penny, but I don’t have to look at her to notice that she has gone quiet again. She placed that little piece of paper in her lap and instantly reached for another cinnamon bun.

I dig through the box. There are only a few slips left. I pinch one between my fingers, passing the box to EJ, who rubs his hands excitedly.

As EJ ponders which paper out of two to choose, I lower my own to my lap and open it.

Wyatt. 

Of course. 

I fold it up again. 

This is good. Wyatt is easy. Even though he’s pissing me off tonight.

EJ hands the box back to Avery. She takes the last name left and makes a show of opening it, letting out a happy little gasp, and nodding dramatically. 

“Fifty dollar spending cap. Exchange on Thursday. Everyone brings a bottle and a snack.” She announces the rules like they haven’t been the same for almost a decade now.

“Thanks, babe!” Seth shouts, raising his beer bottle.

Everyone cheers along with him, joining in and lifting their glasses to her. Avery smiles, rolling her eyes but eating up the attention. She even does a little spin that ends with a curtsy. 

I huff a laugh, taking a sip of my drink.

I watch out of the corner of my eye, even when I turn back to Seth and feign interest in the conversation. I watch as Avery places her hand on Penny’s shoulder, and as Penny casually reaches up to wrap her fingers around Avery’s. I watch those two little papers swap hands, as smooth as two card dealers rigging the system. I watch Avery take her new name and slide it into the pocket of her jeans, and I watch Penny drop hers in her lap.

I watch her smile, a real one—a relieved one. She takes a big, heavy breath, like Avery just removed a weight from her shoulders.

I always thought that being traded from Pittsburgh was my worst nightmare. 

I stand corrected. Being traded here, on a little white piece of paper, feels much, much worse.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
penny


“Are you going to talk to him at all?”

I glance at Avery, who is rummaging too intently through the new bronzers to be shopping for her secret Santa gift for Declan. 

I pull a gloss that I heard Tiffany mention a few weeks ago from the shelf. 

“No, probably not.”

Avery dips her chin, but she shoots me a look that tells me how she really feels. She wanted a different answer. In a perfect world, Declan and I would have a conversation that ends in apologies and maybe even a hug, and the tension would evaporate as if it had never been there at all. 

Magically, spending time in the same place would become more comfortable for the both of us, and for Avery. 

For everyone, really. 

In a perfect world, things are much easier. 

We had one moment the other night. I was coming downstairs, and he was rounding the corner to use the washroom. We both froze, alone for the first time in a long time, and he took a step toward me like he was going to say something.

I panicked, not sure what he was going to say or do. So, I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. I thanked him for the coffee.

He stared at me, our eyes burning into each other. So many unsaid things hung between us, but after a long moment where he said nothing more, I realized that maybe there just isn’t anything left for him to say, and I left him in that hallway alone.

That’s been the extent of our contact and I don’t really know how to feel about it.

“I don’t want to hear it,” I warn, dropping the gloss in my basket. 

Avery flitters down the aisle, picking up a bottle of bronzing body oil. She peers over her shoulder at me, blinking innocently.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Yet I heard it, crystal clear,” I sigh, sliding past her to grab the last thing I need for Tiffany. I’m going slightly over budget, but I know she’ll like it, so it’s not a waste. 

I pick the purple-toned highlighter out of a row of colours. I drop it into my basket and feel a small sense of accomplishment. I was efficient today. I knew what I wanted to get done, and I did it. No sitting in bed for hours, overthinking every little decision I’ve made over the last ten years. No tears. It was just a normal day. 

Now that the gift shopping is done, it’s one less thing that I have to worry about. Any bit of weight off my shoulders is a relief.

I love Christmas, I do, but with the back and forth between lawyers and dealing with Gavin, not to mention all the discomfort between Declan and I, I would prefer to skip past the season this year. 

“I just think you’d both feel a lot better,” Avery says, shrugging a shoulder. 

“Or a lot worse,” I say, browsing the array of makeup for myself now. “A lot worse, and who would that help then?”

“It just makes me sad,” Avery says with a long sigh. She turns to face me fully, those big brown eyes all round and earnest. “I see how it’s hurting you both. I wish I could fix it for you.”

“I know,” I say quietly, slowly making my way toward the register. “But you can’t. We’re adults, Ave. Him and I will deal with it the way we have to.”

“It’s just weird,” she offers, trailing behind me. “He always made you laugh like nobody else in the world. I know you guys picked on each other, but it was out of love. I miss watching the two of you. It’s like something is missing.”

I swallow, my heart clenching in my chest. Okay, ouch. I don’t need to hear that. I really don’t want to hear that. The amount of time I spent yearning for the moments where I used to laugh with Gavin, had Declan been filling in those gaps all that time? 

Had I never even noticed?

No. I can’t do this now. I can’t go there. 

Eyes on the prize, Sweeten. This is not something to deal with over the holidays, surrounded by your friends and family. If it explodes, they’ll all get hurt in the crossfire. Let’s just avoid the explosives all together. Just a bit longer. Just a few more days.

“It’s complicated.”

“I know,” she says, sliding into the line beside me. “I just feel like you’re leaving something out. You guys have never gone this long after a fight.”

Alarm bells ring in my head. 

Do not look her in the eye. She’s testing me. She’s looking for something in my face that’ll convey the truth to her. She’s the only human on earth that can read me like a book, even when I’m wearing my strongest and most stoic mask. 

“It was just the last straw,” I say, turning to look at all the miniature products covering the check-out line.

Casual. That was a good answer. This is still about the fight at The Swan Dive, ages ago.

“Then what about the night of my engagement?” she asks carefully. 

I go still with my hands around a tinted moisturizer. “What about it?”

“Why’d you spend all night with him if you were that angry with him?”

Tough question. Even tougher answer.

I whirl around before I can think. She must see the warning on my face because she takes a step back. 

“That would have never happened the way it did if I had been invited to your engagement,” I remind her. There’s more bite in my tone than I’d like, but I can’t talk about this anymore. I don’t want to talk to Declan. I don’t want to talk about Declan. That’s all there is to it. Nothing she says will change my mind. 

Her eyes flicker to the ground. “I just thought you two might have discussed it.”

“We had other things to talk about,” I grumble, storming toward the cashier. 

I drop my products on the counter, grateful for some space between us. Even if it’s just for a few seconds. I don’t want to take my anger out on her, but I don’t want to tell her the truth either. For once, I want something to just stay my own business. I need her to drop it, like Seth did after Pittsburgh. 

She follows, though at a slower pace. After I pay and we head out of the store together, she nudges me with her elbow. Once, twice, three times.

My heart softens a bit.

I glance at her.

“I’m not trying to pry,” she says, smiling apologetically. “I just don’t like when you’re upset. You’ve had a rough year. I want you to enjoy the last little bit of it.”

In her mind, Declan and I fought about Gavin. Gavin is now gone. Declan took care of me in the aftermath of him leaving. I’m healing from one thing, albeit slowly, but I’m not healing from both. That bridge that Dec and I burnt should be in the process of being rebuilt by now, not left in whatever state this is.

She can’t understand because she doesn’t have the full picture and that’s not her fault.

“I will enjoy it. I have you.”

“You have all of us,” she reminds me, eyeing me carefully. I can feel her gaze on my face as we walk toward the specialty shop that I told her about. “Even him, I think, if you needed him. Just don’t go around thinking you lost him, P. If that’s what’s stopping you.”

I swallow, smiling at the clerk as he greets us. Thankfully, he asks what we’re here for and I launch into the explanation to see if it’s possible. I’m helping Avery make Declan hockey tape with his number printed into the material. He might not be able to use it for his professional games, but he can when he plays for fun. Or he can give it out to the kids he helps in the youth hockey camps, which is the likelier option.

When the boys used to play on the lake in college, he always wrote his number on bright yellow tape, so nobody messed with his stick. He’s been doing it since he was a kid. There are many pictures of little Declan with his homemade tape.

It’s nostalgic. It’ll mean something to him.

I don’t know how I would have responded to the last comment that Avery made, the one about him being there if I needed him, and frankly, I don’t want to think about it. 

Because, yeah. That’s kind of what’s stopping me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
declan


“I don’t think we were supposed to tell each other who we got.”

Of course we weren’t. The whole point of secret Santa is the ‘secret’ part. We’ve been doing this for almost a decade and somehow, EJ is still grappling with the rules. I am surprised he even remembered whose name he pulled. Two years ago, he had to stealthily figure out who everyone else got two days before the exchange because he couldn’t remember who he was supposed to buy for. 

That’s why we pull names before we get too intoxicated now.

I snort. “Well, I’m not braving these malls alone.”

EJ glances sideways at me, rotating the small snow globe ornament in his hand. “Too famous?”

I roll my eyes but say nothing. That’s exactly why.

“Why do none of these have a fucking nutcracker?” he grumbles, dropping the ornament with a long breath. 

I scan the wall of ornaments. He’s had his mind made up on what he was going to get Lauren for two days now. I don’t know what inspired the idea, but I got an excited text at one in the morning with screenshots, asking me to hit up the mall with him. He’s set on it now. I don’t know if he’ll stop until he finds the specific things he wants. 

Hell, he might even figure out how to build the stuff himself if he can’t find them in the shops.

Fun fact about our darling friend Lauren Wakes: she collects nutcrackers. 

Fun fact about EJ Dalton: he’s going overboard with the whole nutcracker thing.

He wants a nutcracker ornament, a nutcracker piece of decor for her house, and he’s hired some local woman to make her a nutcracker doormat for her entryway. He’s on cloud nine thinking about watching her open millions of nutcrackers.

If she doesn’t like them, I think it will break his heart.

I skim the shelves. I don’t know why. I’m not going to buy Wyatt anything from here. Truth is, I still don’t know what the hell to get him. He’ll like anything, but I want to get him something good. All these years and I’ve never pulled his name. He’s been one of the best people in my life for a long time, even though he gets on my nerves. Even if he’s been a little too close to the girl that I’m desperate to be close to lately.

“Oh my god!”

I whirl around. Half of EJ’s body is hidden behind a shelf. His gaze snaps up to mine, blue eyes wide. He slowly raises his hands above the shelf so that I can see what he’s holding. A big, white snow globe. Inside of it are three nutcrackers in blue and gray outfits.

A smile touches my lips.

He stares at me with a gobsmacked look and violently starts shaking the globe. Snow starts falling around the nutcrackers.

“That’s kind of perfect.”

His eyes light up even more. He glances at it, his smile growing. “Kind of? It’s the jackpot of nutcrackers. I think her house is all blues and grays, too.”

He holds it to his chest like the eighty-year-old woman slowly creeping toward him is going to snatch it from his hands and beat him with her cane. He shoots her a look of warning as she hobbles even closer.

I glance back to the rows of ornaments along the walls, shaking my head as I huff a laugh.

EJ hurriedly rushes past me to the register, so I follow him at a snail’s pace. There’s nothing here for me. I don’t know if Wyatt is even putting up a tree at his own house this year. If he does, it’s not up yet. I think he’s just been going and visiting Avery and Seth if he needs a holiday boost. 

EJ taps his card against the machine and looks over his shoulder at me. 

“Everything okay with you and P, bro?”

My head whips upward, brows shooting to my hairline. I try not to let my surprise show in my face, but I fail immediately. I’m getting tired of that question, and tired of my friends picking up on the tension. I have been trying my best to keep this neutral, but her avoiding me like the plague is not bettering our case.

“I’m still blocked on everything, if that’s what you mean.”

EJ sighs, watching the cashier wrap up his purchase carefully. I imagine her dropping it and EJ going into a full-on toddler-like tantrum, snot and slobber included. 

My god, it’s been five minutes and he’s emotionally attached to a snow globe.

“I didn’t want to ask. Things have just felt a bit off. I can tell you haven’t fully put it to bed.”

If EJ is mentioning it, it’s been bothering him, so it must be noticeable. EJ keeps his nose in his own business unless he’s invited into someone else’s. Except for Wyatt, but their relationship is different in that sense. If he’s calling me out on this, he’s worried about it.

I don’t want to tell him that no, we haven’t mulled it over. I made it worse instead. It’s a talent by now, really. Do you know what you should do when your friend cuts you out, blocks you from her life, and then breaks up with her long-term boyfriend, who you openly hate? Sleep with her. Like, the same night. 

Come to me for life advice anytime.

“I don’t know if things are even partially put to bed.”

EJ takes the bag from the cashier and thanks her with a smile. He turns to me, shooting me a look of disbelief. “If she’s sitting in the same room as you, I’d say that they are.”

I guess that’s true enough. Penny makes it very apparent when she doesn’t like someone. She’s not overtly rude, but she won’t stick around to feign pleasantries. Where our situation differs is, I think she’s only being courteous because of the crew. She’s not going to make them suffer because we’re all kinds of fucked up. That’s not her style.

I don’t think that means she’s any more or less angry with me than others in the past. I’d wager it’s worse with us than it was with them. If our friends weren’t involved, I doubt she would ever even look in my direction again and that stings.

“I don’t know.”

“Again, not my business,” EJ says, holding the door for me as we leave the store. “But she’s stubborn as hell, Dec. She’s not going to be the one to wave the white flag first, especially if she was in the wrong. It isn’t the same when you guys are only there to put brave faces on for our benefits.”

A small bubble of relief pops in my chest. It’s nice to know that someone can consider that she might have done some damage here. EJ glances into a shop, craning his neck for more nutcrackers as we pass.

I’m grateful for him, looking out for me but letting things go when I need him to.

I never wanted for any of them to feel awkward in our presence. Fuck, I almost didn’t come home for Christmas at all because I feared this would happen. 

But maybe it’s time to stop swallowing my pride for her comfort. 

This isn’t over a fight about Gavin anymore. It’s not as simple as walking up to her and apologizing. We both crossed too many lines, too many times. We both hurt each other beyond what we could handle and then refused to deal with the consequences. 

When she thanked me for the coffee, everything I wanted to say got stuck in my throat. I had a chance to address this, and I blew it. I blame those eyes for looking into mine and melting my brain.

I won’t throw her under the bus. Our friends can think what they want. They don’t need to know the depths of what happened. Not the sex, not the phone call, not the leaving me in bed and ripping my fucking heart out by leaving me on read. It’s easier if they don’t know. For everyone’s sake.

Maybe if they think this is something we can eventually get over, they’ll stop asking questions.

But one thing is for certain, this can’t continue the way that it’s going. Which really sucks, because I still have about a week at home to spend with these people. Which means I have to tackle the issue head-on, even if that idea makes my whole body feel cold and jittery.

I have to talk to Penelope Anne Sweeten, and that feels like a death sentence.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
penny


Festive music is blaring through the speakers at an almost irritating volume. The Christmas cheer is oozing through the atmosphere and leaking out the windows. Paulie Garmuck’s parents are probably cursing our names as they scout who comes and goes from their window. 

I'm happy here. It’s comfortable and warm in that way that love tends to be. I should be at ease after so many holidays spent rushing to and from both versions of my home. From Gavin to my friends, always on a tight schedule so that I could make everyone happy. This should be the first Christmas where I feel at peace.

Peace has never felt so out of reach.

I’ve been holding my breath for hours, waiting for reality to come crashing down. I’m waiting for him to walk into the room.

I’m still not ready for it when it happens. His unmistakable presence slithers through that bright red door, quietly, but with purpose. I feel it the moment he walks inside of the house, even with my back facing the hall, watching EJ take his turn with the quarter. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, warning me of what’s about to come. 

He’s coming my way, and he’s not happy. 

I don’t know how I know; I just do. I sense him all the time lately. His presence, his mood, his eyes. I haven’t even caught a glimpse of him yet, but I know the next few minutes have the power to sour the entire party and demolish the civility that we’ve been working so hard to force.

He’s late. 

That isn’t like him. 

He was supposed to be here almost two hours ago. Only Wyatt made a comment, checking his phone every fifteen minutes, worried that something had happened to him. Nobody else said a word. Not to me, anyway.

If Declan is late, something is holding him back. Something big. Something important. I don’t want to know what that something is. I have a feeling it might be me.

Nobody else seems to feel his looming presence though, not even when Declan storms down the hallway and walks straight into the room. He steps in between Tiffany and Lauren, who are sitting on the floor, attempting to pull apart a Christmas cracker while Lauren’s husband laughs at their struggle.

I force myself to look up at him. You know, trying to put on a brave face and all, but his attention is not on me. He forces a smile and nods at Wyatt, and when Wy raises his hand in greeting, Declan tosses a neatly wrapped gift into his lap.

Wyatt catches it, his dark eyes dipping down to examine it. When he looks up at his friend again, his smile slowly starts to dwindle.

It’s abundantly clear that Declan is not feeling as festive as the rest of us.

The room slowly goes quiet, but the music still plays its eerily happy melody. One by one, curious eyes slide from their own conversations to focus on the thunder cloud that just rolled in. 

We aren’t looking at each other, but it doesn’t matter. We don’t have to be. The air is thick with a Declan and Penny storm, and it is about to hit the city. Our friends have been waiting for it and we have been expecting it. 

Declan turns to me. His dark hair messy and hidden underneath a ballcap. Hazel eyes tired but full of fire. Dimples, nonexistent. He points at me. One finger in my direction. Though he’s feet away from me, it feels like that finger is being pointed directly in my face.

Everything stops in my head. 

I can no longer hear the music. It’s like a record scratched in the middle of the song. I can feel the weight of everyone’s eyes as their stares slowly drift from Declan to me. We all know that this is the tipping point. The eggshells we’ve been stepping on have been stomped to utter dust.

There’s nothing left to tiptoe around. 

The muscle in his jaw pulses. “You. Outside. Now.”

The air sizzles and burns out in my ears. My knee-jerk reaction is to be infuriated that he believes he has the authority to give me orders, but that feeling is squashed by a tidal wave of nerves so potent that I feel sick.

I don’t want to do this. 

But he’s had enough. It was going to happen at some point. One of us had to break. One of us had to force a conversation. Unfortunately, I’m not the only person involved in this disaster, and I can’t control when or where this whole mess we’ve made goes to hell, even if I try to.

Everyone’s watching me. Waiting. It’s my move. 

They probably would have gawked at Declan too, to be fair, if he’d given them the chance to. The second that order left his mouth, he turned on his heel and walked right out of the party as quickly as he’d come, his shoulders tight and boots on fire. 

I refuse to meet anyone’s eyes. Heat climbs up my neck and stains my cheeks. 

I'm terrified to be alone with him. I don’t want to face this. I don’t see a way in which this ends well and I'm just not ready for the grand finale. 

Oh god, I am not ready.

I look to the only person who has ever had the power to ground me. 

Avery is sitting between my legs on the floor. She is already looking up at me, hand wrapped around my ankle with a loose grip. Her dark eyes are a calmness that I desperately need. One eye is hidden by the pompom on the tip of her Santa hat, but still, she gives me all the strength that I need in that one look.

I know what I should do. I think everyone in this room does. But, for some reason, I’m glued to the spot. I don’t want to do what I should do. That seems to be my problem, doesn’t it? 

“Go on,” she whispers, forcing a tight smile. She pats my foot three times with such gentleness that my throat swells.

I guess it’s time.

Sighing, I down the rest of my glass of wine, handing it to her. One glass isn’t enough to prepare me for this, but I doubt Declan would be happy to be kept waiting.

The front door hangs open just a crack. He hadn’t even shut it on his way out. What would he have done if I hadn’t followed him, or if I had taken the time to finish the crisp bottle of white that I left on the table? A part of me wants to go back inside and see. The easiest way out of this is to keep pissing him off until he wants nothing to do with me. 

It’s the cowardly thing to do. It’s what I’ve been doing and look where that led me.

I tug my boots on and slip on someone else’s coat from the rack by the door. It’s big and heavy, and ten sizes too big for me, but it’s winter in Canada and this conversation is already going to be ice cold. Better safe than sorry.

Stepping outside and into the falling snow, I gently shut the door behind me, peering out onto the dimly lit street.

Declan is standing by his Range Rover, pacing under the streetlights. White flakes scatter through his dark hair and onto the shoulders of his dress coat. He keeps his head down, digging his toes into the hardened snow with each step, hands buried in his pockets.

I force my shoulders back and make my way down the steps. When the packed snow on the street crunches under my boots, Declan turns to me, his fingers brushing over his lips. Those hazel eyes meet mine and do not let go. 

That look melts something inside of me. It brings up a scary emotion that I’d rather keep buried. 

I feel every inch of his stare. I hear all the implications of it without him saying a word. There is so much anger, so much resentment, and so much hurt between us. It drips from him, stabbing me in the already dead and beatless heart.

I stop a safe distance away from him and I wait.

It appears Declan has the same idea.

A couple of seconds of silence pass between us. Neither of us look away, but we don’t move either. Neither of us speak. I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure I have anything to say. Things have only gotten worse, and it feels like we’ve dug ourselves a hole that we’re now too far deep in, and we forgot the ladder up at the top.

We can’t come back from what we’ve done.

The longer the silence spreads, the worse this feels. I have to really look at him and I hate looking at him. His hair has gotten longer. I can see it underneath his ball cap. It reaches the bottom of his neck now, and it’s thick and wavy, and suits him. Those dark, long eyelashes have fresh flakes of snow hanging from them and I want nothing more than to reach up and brush them away. 

God, his lips. They remind me of cherry coke in this cold. I can almost taste the Chapstick he put on, preparing that mouth to yell at me instead of doing what I wish he would.

And just like that I’m falling down the rabbit hole. I’m remembering. I’m wanting. I’m suffocating and drowning, and I’m begging and wishing, all without saying a single word.

“This stops tonight.”

I blink, taken back by the sudden interruption of his voice.

“What?” 

His brow furrows. “I’m done making everyone else uncomfortable. If that’s what you enjoy, fine, but I’m not putting our friends through that anymore.”

“I don’t…” I sigh, burying my hands in the pockets of the borrowed coat. “I don’t particularly enjoy that either.”

“You could have fooled me,” he scoffs.

Excuse me?

“What is that supposed to mean?”

The guard around my heart is slowly being reconstructed. Brick by brick, with each passing second and each word that he spews at me, he is rebuilding the layer of protection he had taken the time to tear down the night that everything changed. This time, it’ll be impenetrable. This time, I won’t let him back in.

“It means that you’re the one putting on a show here, Penny.” He drops his hand, glaring at me. 

He looks tired. 

I feel tired.

“And how did you reach that conclusion?” 

My temper is rising, and there’s really nothing I can do to stop it besides walking away. 

He won’t let me walk away. I know him. 

That anger that I harbored for him has not drained away. It has sat and simmered, waiting for him to reappear to unleash itself.

I think somewhere along the line, I got hurt, and some unhealed part of me couldn’t handle being hurt that deeply again. I hurt him back because that was easier than acknowledging difficult truths, than doing the work on myself and for myself. 

Declan isn’t the problem, he’s the fallout. He’s my fallout. 

“You try to act like nothing's wrong, but the second I walk in the room, you tense up and get quiet. You avoid me. You put as much distance between us as possible. I get that I’m no better. I just ignore you and try to enjoy myself, but you are the one who chose for it to be this way. Not me.”

Ding, ding, ding. Round three.

“I did?” I seethe. I step forward, but Declan does not move. He buries his hands in his pockets and stares at me, expressionless. “You told Seth that I wasn’t welcome in Pittsburgh.”

There it is. The cold, ugly truth. I throw it between us and let him address it head on. That had gutted me. It was a knife to the chest, torn down to my guts. He knew what that week meant. He knew what we had been doing. Angry at each other or not, that was the only olive branch that I was capable of extending at the time. 

And he still said no.

I understand that I didn’t deserve it. I had done some shitty things and had not handled what happened the way I should have. But, if the roles had been reversed, I would have welcomed him, wouldn’t I? I wouldn’t have forgiven him, but I would have been there. 

Declan’s jaw tenses. A flash of pain washes over his face, but it’s gone just as quickly. 

Ah. So, he hadn’t expected his best friend to tell me what he really said that night. 

“I didn’t say you weren’t welcome,” he grumbles.

I clench my teeth. “It was implied.”

He thinks about that for a moment. He pulls his hand out of his pocket and scratches his chin, removing some of the snowflakes from his beard. 

He drops both his gaze and his hand in the same, long breath. “I wasn’t ready to see you.”

I stare at him, my heart hammering in my chest. I can’t figure out what I’m feeling. I’m so angry, all the time, and a lot of it is aimed at Declan, but he doesn’t necessarily deserve the full weight of it. I’m sad. I’m deeply sad to the point where sometimes it just hurts. Not anything. Everything. 

When it all got heavy, Declan had removed the weight. When I needed that again, he turned me away. The logical part of my brain knows that he couldn’t possibly read my mind, but my pride had been hurt. I resented him for the thoughts I did not voice. It isn’t fair, but I reacted out of pain. I kept expecting him to show up for me when I gave him no reason to.

“You left me in bed, Pen. You left me in bed, and then you ignored me like I was some random idiot from a bar that you stumbled home with. I was worried about you. I care about you. I was also vulnerable that night. I didn’t feel great waking up to an empty hotel room.”

I blink, averting my eyes to the ground. I kick the snow with the toe of my boot, shame crawling up my shoulders.

“I knew it was a mistake,” I mumble, feeling that familiar lump of emotion in my throat.

It shouldn’t have happened. None of it. I should have turned around the second he opened that damn red door and cradled my face in his hands. I should have run. I should have pushed past him and gone to my best friend instead.

I should have done every single thing differently.

I don’t look up, but I feel Declan go rigid. 

“What was a mistake?” he asks calmly, but there’s an edge to his tone.

I peer up at him through my lashes. I’m sure my cheeks are hot, and I look as embarrassed as I feel, but it’s time to lay it all out there.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

His scowl deepens. He takes a slow step forward, his eyes burning into my face. 

“What was a mistake, Penny? Asking to come see me in Pittsburgh or sleeping with me?”

I look away again, but Declan’s control snaps. He reaches forward faster than I can clock and wraps his fingers around my chin, forcing my gaze back to his. 

My eyes burn with humiliation as I glare at him, but I don’t pull away.

We study each other for a moment, desperately trying to understand one another. Failing to, yet again.

There’s one, tense beat of silence, blue and hazel burning into each other, and then Declan is swearing under his breath and forcing me backward until my back hits the side of his vehicle. My face is still in his tight grip.

He lowers his head until we’re eye level.

“I don’t regret fucking you,” he says quietly, his voice thick and gravelly. “I don’t regret a single second of showing you how you deserve to be treated. I remember everything, Penny. I remember the sounds you make when you finish, and every single spot on your body that made your back arch. It’s imbedded in my fucking memory, and I don’t regret it. Alright?”

I swallow, frozen under his touch and under the weight of his words. I don’t know when I reached for the lapels of his dress coat, but my hands clutch them in a death grip, not ready for him to pull away.

“That’s why I didn’t want you in Pittsburgh.” His eyes flicker to my lips and linger. It takes a second, but he finally forces his gaze back to mine. “Because you got into my head and then you hurt me. The game is my job. It’s my life. If I knew you were there, I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate. I wouldn’t have been able to think about anything besides how good you felt, and how bad you fucking stung me. I gave you the power to ruin me and you did.”

That one hits home. I flinch, my stomach falling to my toes.

I hurt him? I got into his head? Those were the last things I expected to hear from Declan. It’s Declan. He has a new ‘girlfriend’ every month. He’s been my friend for a decade. He’s held my hair while I’ve puked. Multiple times. He’s fed me the hardest of truths. I’ve screamed at him and locked him out of my parties for bringing two dates to my house and not expecting a fight to start. 

He’s Declan. 

He’s immoveable and sturdy and no matter what, he’s always there.

He’s history. 

I didn’t think leaving him in that hotel room would hurt him this badly. I thought not telling me about Avery hurt worse, but I could have let that go.

Eventually, I would have let it go. 

He can’t let go of how I treated him. That’s my fault. I can’t let go of how he made me feel that night, and what that could have meant, and that is also my fault.

Instead of being open with him, my instinct is to avoid the real reason I left. It has been my instinct since I crawled out of that hotel room. It’s easier to bubble wrap truth and pretend that it’s something else buried at the center of it. That’s how I survive.

He’s so close that I just need to lean forward an inch. One, tiny inch and I could have his lips on mine again. That’s something that can’t happen. Once is a mistake. Twice is an atomic bomb.

“You didn’t tell me about Avery.”

He blinks, genuinely confused. “What?”

“I woke up and saw that she was engaged on social media. You didn’t let me check my phone and you didn’t tell me.”

Declan lets out a long breath, shaking his head. “That was for your own good.”

“I should have been there.”

“I’m not the one who didn’t invite you,” he says, dropping his hand from my chin. He doesn’t move to step back from me, but his eyes search my face. “Fine. I didn’t tell you that Avery was engaged.”

He says it like a fact, so I don’t know how to respond. His stare is a force against my fortress, wearing me down, breaking my shields. He knows there is more and he’s not going to relent until he gets it.

I can’t give it.

I want to, but I can’t.

He slams his hand onto the Range Rover, his palm smacking the metal right beside my head. 

“Would it have helped?” he seethes. “Would telling you have made this end any differently? It wouldn’t have, P. We both know you still would have run because it’s what you do, just like you ran home with your tail between your legs the second that idiot broke your heart.”

No. 

Please stop.

Please don’t make me ruin this worse than I have.

Blood rushes in my ears. Pain slices through me again like a knife to the chest, being twisted and pushed in deeper and deeper. My eyes prickle, wounded by the blade of his words for the hundredth time. 

My god, I wish I could hate him.

The regret on his face is instant, but it’s too late. He’s said too much. He’s said the wrong thing. He does what he always does.

So, I do the only thing that I know how to, what he claims I’m so good at. I burn everything to the ground, and I run.

“Don’t go apologizing for the low-blows now. They seem to be a habit,” I seethe, and then I place my hands on his chest and push.

I need distance. I need him away from me.

He must not have been expecting it, because Declan stumbles backward and nearly falls when his foot hits a patch of ice. He quickly corrects himself, but I’m still stalking forward. I shove him roughly again, my hands slamming against the chest where his heart still beats, whole and intact.

“You did the same thing the morning after, remember? Using something I told you at my most vulnerable as a dig at me?”

His face flashes with confusion. He doesn’t remember. He never seems to remember the pain he inflicts. It doesn’t matter. He said it. 

So, I do stupid things to hurt him. He says stupid things to hurt me. This isn’t a one-way street. I’m not the only villain. 

“Why don’t I just fill up your catalog of things to use against me? Is that what you want? You want to know why I ran, Declan? I didn’t want to wake up and have you look at me the same way he did!” 

I’m shouting now, still shoving him with each step. I can’t breathe. The words are getting harder and harder to get out, but my fury is unstoppable.

Declan’s face falls with each word. Tears slide down my cheeks as I push him again. When did I start crying? I choke on nothing but my own breath and admissions. I’m scared they’ll suffocate me. 

He grabs my wrists and yanks them to his chest, holding me tightly, making it so I’m unable to push him any further into the road, but I still try. I fight him. I fight against him. 

It’s the only thing I know how to do.

He underestimates me, slightly loosening his grip. I shove against his restraints a little harder and he stumbles backward, but he keeps his hold on my arms. I push and I shove him away from all the important parts of me that he has touched.

His eyes are wide as they scan my face. I’m not sure what he expected. He wanted this fight tonight. He came to say his part and he did.

Well, it’s my turn.

“I was in pieces, Declan! I couldn’t breathe! I couldn’t think! I was out of my mind and then I knocked on that door and you came along, and I was miraculously okay.”

I move to shove him again, but he only holds me tighter. He’s looking at me like he’s never seen me before, but there’s an unmistakable look of pain on his face that makes this whole thing feel even worse. 

I don’t want him to feel bad for me. I want him to get it. 

“The worst thing that could have happened was for you to roll over and regret it,” I shove again, but this time I slip on an icy piece of pavement and nearly buckle. 

Declan is quick to hold me upright by my elbow, which gives me the leverage to slam my hands on his chest again and so I push. 

“It would have killed me! Okay? Is that what you want to hear?”

My throat is raw, my voice tightening with each word. All these secrets that I’ve kept buried, all the pain, it’s his now. 

He stumbles back a step, letting go of me completely. I take a furious step forward and he holds up his hands, now a safe distance away, showing me that he has no weapons left to aim at my chest.

But we’re still at war.

I let out a pained cry that I wish I kept in. I hurriedly wipe my cheeks. I hate that I let myself get this worked up. That I let him see it.

After a quiet moment, he dares to take a slow step back in my direction, ready to endure every missile that I aim his way now that he’s out of ammo.

“Lucky…”

“I needed time, Declan!” I’m screaming so loud that my throat feels like it’s bleeding. “I wasn’t ready for any of it! I just needed a second to breathe and deal with all my baggage! I was drowning! I shouldn’t have been sleeping with you when I didn’t even know where I’d live in the next two weeks! I hadn’t even pieced myself back together yet! I just needed time!”

Declan’s eyes never leave mine. They’re soft, and wide, and full of the type of pain that matches what I feel in my chest.

I’m surprised when I feel a soft hand on my shoulder. 

I jump, whirling around. I nearly smack right into Wyatt, who is a brute force behind me. He’s staring over my head at Declan, a warning in his eyes.

Oh, great. We have an audience.

I shut my eyes, regret pouring through me.

Well. Secret is out.

Avery is standing just feet behind him, rubbing her arms to beat the winter chill. Her mouth is hanging open, eyes wide and locked on Declan. Her bottom lip wobbles, caught between shock and something much more painful. 

Seth, who is beside her, wearily takes a step forward. But he stops, just hovering there, some place between his business and ours.

Everyone seems unsure of what to do, of who to go to. 

EJ is leaning against the back of Declan’s Range Rover in only a T-shirt, eyebrows nearly disappearing into his hairline. He chokes out a shocked laugh, glancing around at the crew. 

Avery shoots him a look that has his mouth snapping shut immediately. 

“Lucky,” Declan tries again softly, ignoring Wyatt’s presence at my back. It sounds like a plea, one that I can’t give into.

“I just wanted to watch you play, Declan,” I say quietly, dropping my arms. Wyatt’s arm snakes around my collarbone, gently pulling me to his chest. I grip his forearm, but my eyes are locked on Declan. “To try and fix this. I lost everything. I wasn’t ready to lose you, too. I just needed time. I couldn’t lose you.”

“Okay.” I hear Wyatt’s smooth voice in my ear. “That’s enough, Pen. Let’s get you inside.”

“I’m not going inside,” I say. I turn to look at him over my shoulder. His dark eyes are full of worry—for me. “I… I can’t go back in there.”

“Yes, you can,” he says. He smooths a hand over my hair, turning me in his arms. “It’s all family in there. Nobody cares about a little fight.”

Little? This feels earth shattering.

I’m finding it a bit hard to breathe. All the adrenaline is wearing off and I am floored with an indescribable pain. I don’t want to go back to Christmas music, cocktails, and fake, tense smiles. The charade is over.

“Let me talk to her for a second.” Declan is almost begging. 

I shut my eyes at the sound of his voice. Wyatt has one arm around my back, but he holds the other up to stop Declan from getting too close. He gives his head a stern shake. 

“I love you, bro, but you’ve talked enough for the night.”

“Just come inside, Dec,” Seth suggests gently from the curb.

“I’m not going anywhere until I finish this conversation,” Declan bites back. 

“I want to go home,” I whisper. I reach forward, winding my arms around Wyatt’s middle. His eyes flicker down to mine. “Please.”

He nods, giving me a soft squeeze. “Okay, Pen. Okay.”

“Penny,” Declan tries one more time.

“D.” It’s EJ this time. Wyatt is already leading me away, arm wound around my shoulders protectively. EJ is still leaning against the Range Rover. He shakes his head. “Enough, buddy.”

His gaze slides to me when I pass, and I hesitate. “Your jacket.”

EJ shakes his head, smiling tightly. “Ah, don’t worry about it. I’ll get it tomorrow.”

I nod, and Wyatt leads me toward his truck, right past Avery. 

Those brown eyes are full of tears, no crinkles at the sides. She is shaking, watching me choose to run away from this with someone who isn’t her. I think I might have broken her heart a bit, too. I didn’t mean to do that. I want to tell her that.

But I didn’t tell her. I didn’t tell her anything. This is a big secret to hold back. I was in pain, and I didn’t go to her. There’s not a single thing that I hide from Avery. Only this. I can imagine how confused and betrayed she feels after hearing all of that in the way it just unfolded.

I’m a bad friend. 

I shrug off my borrowed jacket and pass it to her. EJ said to keep it, but I’m scared none of them will be talking to me by tomorrow. She takes it without a word, eyes glued to my face. So many questions dance in those eyes.

My gaze flickers to Seth, who looks torn right down the middle. I know then, at that moment, that he knew everything. I’m not sure for how long, but there is not one part of this conversation that has surprised him. He is going to have to explain that to his fiancé, because she is going to blow a gasket when she finds out.

Right now, I can’t talk to any of them. Not Declan. Not Avery. Nobody who will be even more upset with me than I am with myself.

Wyatt opens his passenger door for me. He takes my hand and helps me inside of the old, blue truck. I say nothing as the tears stream down my face. He doesn’t even pause before he reaches across me and clicks my seatbelt into place. He gives my thigh one comforting pat.

He shuts the door without a word.

As we pull away from the curb, I avert my eyes, but I have already seen the picture before us. It’s like time stopped. Declan is standing in the middle of the road, staring at the truck as we pass. EJ, Seth, and Avery are all frozen, watching him like he’s a caged animal.

Our eyes meet for one more second. Hazel on blue. 

I lower mine to the spotless floor of Wyatt’s truck. 


CHAPTER FORTY
penny


Wyatt pulls into my parents’ driveway and puts the truck in park.

I pick at the seam of my leggings, glaring out the window. To say that I’m embarrassed would be an understatement. I am mortified. Not only because I said far too much to Declan, laid myself way too bare—but because the whole block probably heard me rip my own heart out and give it to him.

Wyatt included.

He has been patient. He didn’t say a word the entire drive. After a few moments of sitting in the driveway in silence, he leaned back in his seat with his wrist draped over the steering wheel and stared at the garage door until I finally risked looking up from my lap.

He turns to look at me.

I look away. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

He lets out a long breath and turns off the lights of the truck, winding in his seat to face me. 

“Well, you don’t seem to want to go inside, either. What do you want to do?”

I rip my eyes from the window, meeting his neutral stare. “Turn back time?”

He pretends to consider this, his lips pulling downward. He nods slowly. “To before your WWE smackdown with Dec on the front lawn, or to before you slept with him?”

I freeze. It’s weird hearing that fact from someone else’s mouth.

He shoots me a knowing look. “You guys are both stupid. That was a terrible idea. Horrible, even. The worst thing either of you could have done, probably.”

Jesus Christ.

I shrink into my seat. Can humiliation get worse when it was already at level ten? Can it reach a level one hundred? If it can, I’m there. 

“I get it, Wy.”

“Do you?” he asks.

“I shouldn’t have slept with my friend. I fucked with the friend-group dynamic. Avery and Seth were the exception, blah, blah.”

“No,” he says. “I don’t care if you fucked Dec. Lord knows it probably should have happened years ago. It’s your choice of when and your choice of why that was dumb on both of your parts.”

I sigh, running a hand over my face.

“You just broke up with Gavin, Pen. Hours before—not days, not weeks. There was no way that wouldn’t end in disaster. You’re an overthinker. It took you three months to even decide if you liked Gavin. You really thought you weren’t going to wake up and set the world on fire?”

“It was just supposed to be sex,” I murmur.

“It’s never just sex when there’s a history. That’s a lie you tell yourself in the moment to justify a piss poor decision that you know you’re going to regret the minute you get the edge off.”

I glower at him, going back to pick at my leggings. I know all of this. It was dumb. He’s right. I shouldn’t have slept with Dec, but god, I wanted it.

“I don’t know what he did, but I guarantee he didn’t mean it. Once this settles, if you talk to him, I trust he has a reason, even if it’s a bad one.”

“I did something,” I tell him glumly.

He raises both brows.

“I ran. I went to Avery’s. I ghosted him until he left town and then acted as if it hadn’t happened.”

Shock washes over Wyatt’s face. “Cold.”

“I called him a few weeks later when we were in London. I was panicking and I just needed to hear his voice, but when he answered I couldn’t find the courage to talk. I hung up.”

Wyatt is staring at me like I’m revealing my deepest, darkest secrets and handing them to him to keep. He looks stunned beyond words. I was the problem, not Declan. Not the playboy. Not the big-shot hockey player with a rolodex of women. 

He didn’t let me down. I let him down.

Might as well give Wyatt the whole story.

“I sent him a one-word response. He called back repeatedly. He texted me. I ignored every single one.”

Wyatt presses his lips together tightly and relaxes in his seat. “Wow.”

“I didn’t mean for the fight to get that out of hand. I got defensive. I think I panicked.”

“Well,” Wyatt says, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. “Your life got turned on its head. You were going through it, and that just added one hundred pounds of more shit on you. You were already vulnerable before you guys jumped into bed together. Are you really surprised that you keep freaking out?”

I swallow. “I should have just told him what I was feeling. It could have prevented this.”

“Yeah, probably. But you’re human and you were hurt. I don’t think reacting the way you did was as outrageous as you think it is.”

I glance at him. His dark eyes are warm. Kind. Even though he’s one of our closest friends, he understands both of our sides and is not afraid to tell me that. He is a good guy with a good heart, and he will not leave this driveway until he knows that I’m okay.

“You think we could be friends again one day?”

Wyatt smiles gently, reaching across the cab of the truck to place his hand on mine. “I think you’re still friends now. You guys just have a lot to talk about that you’ve put off for too long.”

“I just can’t, Wy.”

“Maybe not right now,” Wyatt says, squeezing my fingers. “But one day, you’ll be able to. That’ll be the day things change. You are both terrible communicators, but once you work on that, you’ll be surprised how much easier it is to understand how someone else feels.”

“I…” I start, staring at our hands. I shake my head, cutting off my thought and swallowing it. 

“You have feelings for him.”

My gaze snaps up to Wyatt’s. He smiles gently, his thumb brushing over my knuckles. 

“That’s okay.”

“I don’t know what it is,” I admit quietly, wiping a tear away. “I’ve missed him.”

“I see the way he’s been looking at you,” Wyatt laughs under his breath. He shakes his head, like he can’t believe he missed this. “And the way he’s been looking at me, like he wants to rip my head off for being near you. I think he’s missed you just as much.”

Really? 

I smother out the hope in my heart.

“It would never work.”

“Says who?” Wyatt asks, cocking a brow. “If there’s one thing I know about Declan, it’s that he always gets what he wants in the end. And you? You are the most difficult person to get to know and the easiest person to love once you do.”

Well, that’ll do it.

I shake my head, burying my face in my hands. 

Wyatt undoes his seatbelt and slides across the cab, pulling me to his chest. I bury myself there, where I know I’m safe. 

“What I’m saying is, you’re worth the long game, and I think Declan’s been playing that game for a lot longer than even he realizes.”

He presses a kiss to my hair. 

Sniffling, I reach up and wind my arms around his neck, pulling him close. 

Wyatt squeezes me tightly. He holds me together. It’s something he’s always been able to do. Our friendship is the kind that I would die for. 

“I love you.”

“Oh, Sweeten,” he gushes, rocking me back and forth. I can hear the smile on his lips. “It’s impossible not to.”

“No parole.”

He chuckles, kissing my hair again. “No parole.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
declan


I seriously cannot breathe. Like, no oxygen is hitting my brain. I’m convinced I’m about to drop dead.

I lower myself onto the curb, my breaths sharp. I put my head in my hands, shut my eyes, and try everything I can not to completely lose my mind in the middle of the dimly lit street. 

I fucked up. 

Man, I fucked up bad.

The look on her face? I never want to see that again. It feels like someone tossed an axe directly into the center of my chest and is cracking me open into two, brutalized pieces.

I want to beat the shit out of people who make her face look like that, who hurt her that badly. It’s why I said Gavin didn’t deserve her, isn’t it? Now, I’m the one who caused it. 

She was scared I’d regret it? 

She was scared I’d roll over and just forget what happened between us? 

God, I wanted more of her, not less. I wanted to wake up and kiss a trail down her back, slide my fingers between her thighs. I wanted to make her feel just as beautiful in the morning as I had the night before.

I didn’t want less. I didn’t want to ignore the change between us. I wasn’t exactly sure what either of us were expecting, or how we would have gone forward, but there was no chance in hell that I would have ever opened my eyes that morning and not been completely enthralled by her.

“What the fuck did you do?” Avery’s tone is lethal. Her voice shakes. I don’t have to look at her to know that she’s seething.

I sigh, shaking my head. 

“When?” Avery asks. She heard enough to piece that together. She just wants me to confirm it. “When, Declan?”

“Ave,” Seth says softly.

“No.” I hear her push Seth aside, but I can’t pull my head from my hands. I just keep picturing Penny’s face. Those eyes. “Declan.”

“Don’t beat a man when he’s down,” EJ says sternly. He drops onto the curb next to me, placing a sturdy hand on my back. 

“Whose fault is that?” Avery hisses. Her shoes come into view in front of my own. I still can’t look up at her. I have a feeling that’s going to piss her off even more, but I can’t. 

“Avery, let’s go inside.” Seth’s voice holds a warning. 

“Go inside if you want to go inside,” Avery snaps.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say quietly, lifting my head. Her eyes are wide, furious. Her lip is trembling as she stares at me, hands balled at her sides. “It doesn’t matter when. It is none of your fucking business, Avery.”

EJ’s hand stills on my back.

Avery fucking ignites.

“None of my fucking business?” she seethes, taking a threatening step forward. Seth grabs her wrist and tugs her back, but she fights against his grip. “It’s my business when I pick that girl up off the floor when she’s broken, when I’m the person who helps her heal, and now she’s keeping secrets from me! She’s had enough going on, Dec. You put her in a situation where she had to hold it all in. Again!”

“Pick her up off the floor?” I scoff, forcing out a bitter laugh. 

Seth’s eyes snap to me. “Declan.”

No, fuck this. She thinks I don’t already feel bad enough? She thinks everything Penny does has to be approved by her? Bullshit. I had Penny’s back. Avery’s not going to try and spin this like she’s a hero when she has no idea what happened.

“Where were you, Avery?” I ask, and her eyes widen. She’s shaking now. I’m fully prepared for her to reach out and smack me. Maybe that’s what I deserve. “You were getting your nice, shiny rock that you shoved in her face for weeks afterward. She wasn’t even there. The rest of us were, but your best friend? Nowhere to be found. Maybe she deserves a better friend.”

Seth’s eyes shut in a wince. A long breath leaves his nose. It’s not the first time that I’ve said that to her, so I know how bad it stings her.

“Shit,” EJ mumbles beside me.

Avery’s lip wobbles. Too far. I’m going too far. “That wasn’t my fault.”

“No,” I say. “But I picked her up off the floor. Not you. You weren’t in that fucking bar. You weren’t in that hotel room, and you were not the one who opened that fucking door. This doesn’t involve you just because it involves her. Back the fuck off.”

“You’re a piece of shit,” she whispers, her voice breaking. 

Yeah, well. That part, I already know. I immediately feel bad for making her cry. I don’t enjoy fighting with any of my friends, but the girls always hurt a bit worse.

“She’s my sister,” she continues, tears slipping down her cheeks. “She doesn’t keep secrets from me, but she kept this one. Maybe she regrets it, Dec. Maybe that’s why she won’t even look you in the eye. You have done a good job breaking her heart in the past. It wouldn’t be anything new, would it?”

I don’t even see her face. I just see red. 

That’s how we’re going to play it? Fine.

“Go fuck yourself, Avery.”

She glares at me. “Go back to Pittsburgh, Dec. It’s where you do the least amount of damage.”

I let out a dry laugh and stand from the curb. Instantly, EJ is up too, hovering far too close. He’s acting like I’m going to rip Avery’s head off. I’m pissed off, I’m not deranged.

“Avery,” EJ warns.

“Will she even get an invite to the wedding, Ave?” I ask, flashing her an arrogant smile that does not match what I feel inside. “Or will you forget to invite her? Show her the pictures after? Invite the fucking neighbour, but not your better half? Wait until her whole word crashes down and remind her how happy you are? Maybe you broke her heart.”

Avery moves to lunge forward, but Seth captures her by the waist. “You are a pric⁠—”

“—get inside,” Seth demands, pulling Avery backward. We’re still glaring at each other, but this time, she lets him guide her backward into the crook of his arm. He wraps his arm around her, and they move toward the steps of their home. Seth’s cold eyes meet mine. “I told you.”

There it is. The big ‘I told you so’. I’m not sure what it’s referring to, this thing with Penny blowing up, or that he was going to cut me out the next time I spoke poorly about Avery? Either way, I can’t find the will to care at this moment. I just want to sit with my own thoughts and figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

I hear Avery crying as the front door opens. I’m sure Lauren and Tiff have been watching from the window and are ready to comfort her.

Fuck, I’m making this worse. I’m always making this worse. I am just so sick of everyone thinking that there is space in this situation for them. It’s me and Penny and that’s it. I can’t juggle any more than that. I don’t need Seth’s opinion, I don’t need Wyatt inserting himself like he’s her knight in shining armor, and I don’t need Avery getting mad about something that literally could not concern her less. 

I whirl around to the only person still stupid enough to be standing with me.

“You gonna scold me, too?” I snap, throwing my hands in the air.

EJ watches me for a moment. He slowly shakes his head, burying his hands in the pocket of his jeans. “No, man. I’m just… here to make sure that someone is. I’m not going anywhere.”

Ouch. Fuck. 

I rub my hand over my jaw. I’m losing my mind. I’m fucking losing it. 

“It’s going to work out.”

I wave him off, pacing in a small circle. Why’d she have to go? We needed just a few more seconds. Just a few more sentences to put it all out there. I didn’t get to explain myself well enough. I was in shock. I missed the chance to save this.

“Where do you think she went?”

“What?”

“Her parents?” I ask, adjusting my hat on my head. 

“Um,” he says, awkwardly shifting on his feet. He glances toward the end of the road. “Yeah, I’d assume so, but I don’t think going after her is a good idea. I think you should wait until tomorrow. Cool down.”

Waiting has just made this worse. I need to handle this now.

“Give me your phone.”

EJ fishes in the pocket of his jeans, but he watches me carefully. “Why?”

“I don’t think either of them will answer my call,” I admit, taking it from his hands. I pull up his contacts and dial Wyatt. I don’t believe Penny will answer for anyone right now.

The call rings and rings and rings until I have developed a deep hatred for the sound.

Then, Wyatt answers.

“Hey, man.”

“It’s Declan.”

Silence. Then, a loud sigh and the sound of a door shutting.

“You good?”

“No,” I say, and it’s true. I’m far from okay. Very far from it. “Where’d you take her?”

“Dec,” he says quietly. “Let her wind down. Let her sleep it off. She’s upset.”

“So am I,” I bite out, and I can practically hear him rolling his eyes. “Please, Wyatt. Where is she?”

He’s silent for a second. Then, another long breath. “She’s with me. My house. Don’t come here and make this worse.”

“I won’t.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
penny


I pull the pillow closer to my chest, wiping my eyes with my sleeve. 

I thought I was okay. I thought the worst of it was over, but the second I crawled into Wyatt’s spare bed, the reality of it all crashed right onto my shoulders. Sitting alone and running over that fight in my head is almost worse than the fight itself.

I laid myself bare on that street. Naked. Vulnerable. Honest. I admitted my deepest, darkest fears and then I fled. I have no idea what Declan was going to say to me. I hope that is for the best. Anything less than ‘I need you and I’ll wait for you to sort out your head and heart’ would have killed me. 

If you haven’t gathered it yet, I’m a runner. It took me a while to realize that about myself. Apparently, I flee when things get scary. Twenty-year-old me would be so ashamed to see how I turned out.

I don’t even know why Declan and I are so angry at each other anymore. The whole drive to Wyatt’s, I kept trying to pinpoint the exact moment that it got this bad. It’s such a mess of reasons that it doesn’t seem like there is a logical cause or solution.

I’m hurt. He is too. I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to settle that pain. Every time I think that I can, I react the opposite of how I feel. I push. I push him. Why do I do that?

A knock sounds on the door. I sniffle, wiping my eyes. Turning, I glance over my shoulder just as the door creaks open.

Expecting Wyatt with a tea or a snack, I open my mouth to tell him that I’m not very hungry, but to my utter surprise and horror, it’s not Wyatt who walks through the door. 

It’s Declan. 

He slowly steps through the small crack he makes in the doorway, nervously holding his hat between his hands. He meets my eyes with his head hung low, nodding timidly in greeting, and he shuts the door behind him.

Him and I, alone in a room together again.

My heart aches in my chest. Not in a good way. In a terrible, terrified way. I feel like a deer stuck in a trap, the predator stalking toward me while I’m unable to free myself. He won’t attack me, I know that. But he has the power to hurt me.

What the fuck?

No. No. Please, not right now. I don’t trust what I’ll do or say if I’m cornered into a conversation after the one we just had. Who did I piss off in my last life to have him keep showing up when I can’t handle it?

I don’t want to do this. I’m still too raw from earlier, and it typically takes me some time to heal after I lay my soul bare like that. I’m tired. I’ve already said too much and regretted it the second those admissions left my lips. I’m scared of what I’ll say now to avoid having to say what I feel.

I whirl back around to face the wall, clinging to my pillow like a life raft. My shoulders start to shake with more tears, though I’m desperate to stop them. It’s immature, but I need to put my back to him as quickly as possible. I don’t want him to see me crumble.

“Pen,” he whispers, and I can hear the sympathy in his voice.

I shut my eyes, squeezing the pillow even tighter. 

Please go away. 

Please.

His weight dips on the edge of the bed as he sits. I shake my head. Maybe I’m hoping that he’ll get the message. He needs to back off. There’s an explosive strapped to my chest that is bound to set off at any moment, killing us both.

Within seconds, a soft hand is placed on my back. It doesn’t move. It just sits there, reassuring and comforting.

“Penny.”

“Just go,” I cry. It’s a pathetic plea. I need him to believe it’s what I want. 

He’s still for a second. Quiet. Then his voice comes out softer than any touch on my skin. “I don’t want to.”

I force my eyes shut, my chest aching.

“I need you to,” I say. I don’t know if that’s true. I don’t think it is.

“Okay,” he says softly. “Just… let me say something and then I’ll go.”

“Declan,” I plead in a whisper. I can’t turn and face him, even though he probably deserves a face-to-face conversation. I’ve never claimed to be brave. I don’t want to see those eyes, that face. I’m scared it’ll only hurt me worse.

“I didn’t know that’s why you left,” he continues, ignoring me. I bury my face in the pillow. “We could have talked about it. I could have explained what was going through my head. But you needed to answer me. You needed to explain what was going through yours.”

Yeah, I know all of the ways I handled this wrong. I think I knew that I was making those big mistakes as I was making them. Sometimes, it’s easier to regret things than it is to deal with facing the scary things head-on. I made this ten times harder than it had to be. It’s what I do, apparently. Especially when it comes to him.

“Dec,” I beg in a whisper.

“You shut me out. Over and over again. I’m mad at you, too.”

I sigh, pulling my head back to look at him. My tear-stained face finally meets his. I’m expecting to see that same, frustrated expression that argued with me on the street. I don’t. He doesn’t look malicious; he doesn’t look like he’s on the defense at all. 

He just looks desperate to put an end to this.

And I feel desperate. For what? I’m not sure. All I know is that our fight on the street scared me. It made me realize that having him would come with the possibility of losing him.

Remember when I said sometimes it’s easier to deal with regrets than facing things head-on? That’s what I’m about to do right now. Make him hate me rather than have this conversation. Don’t ask me why. I don’t know why. I just know that I’m doing it before I have time to think about the consequences. I’m doing it because it feels like the only way I’ll be able to breathe again. I’m doing it because it’ll be easier in the long run.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” I say again.

His eyes flash with hurt.

“Yeah, well. When do you ever?” he snaps, dropping his hands to his lap in defeat. “You prefer to just drop bombs and run away, right? Delete me off Instagram and then pretend we were never friends. Sleep with me and then never speak to me again. Fuck up my game and then try to come stay at my house. I don’t particularly want to talk to you either.”

My heart drops to my feet. Fresh tears burn my eyes.

Good. This is what I wanted, right? Hurt me back, Declan. Break my heart.

“Then go.”

“No,” he snaps. He reaches forward, wrapping his fist in the material of my sweater, just under the strings. He yanks me upward roughly until we’re face-to-face. I can’t stop the gasp that leaves my throat. “I don’t want to talk to you. I have to. We can’t keep doing this. I can’t. Don’t you get that? Don’t you feel that?”

My lip wobbles. He sounds so sad that it chips away at the only strong parts left of my heart—the pieces that are supposed to protect me.

His eyes drop to my mouth, softening. 

I want him to leave. 

I need him to stay.

I know that whatever comes out of his mouth next is going to destroy me. If not now, then weeks from now, months maybe.

I have to beat him to the punch. 

“I’ll stay away when you come home from now on. I’ll let you have your time with our friends. I know that you can only visit so often. It’s not fair that I impede on that. We won’t have to keep doing this.”

His face falls. He looks genuinely taken aback. “What?”

“It’s easier that way. Everyone wins. We don’t have to see each other, and our friends can have us both,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

His eyes search my face, his brow furrowing deeper with every passing second. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

I don’t answer. I can’t focus on anything but the way he’s holding me upright, how his fist is shaking as he grips my hoodie like it’s grounding him to this bed. 

“There’s no hope,” he says with a bitter laugh. 

He unravels his hand from my clothes, and I slowly lower myself back onto the bed. Declan stands, shaking his head. He adjusts his hat, keeping it backward, letting me see every inch of his face glaring down at me. 

“There’s no hope for you, is there? You refuse to be anything but an immature, scared little girl that cannot look her mistakes in the face and deal with them. Grow up, Penny! The people around you are trying to deal with the messes you make. They’re cleaning them up while you sit there and feel sorry for yourself. You can’t keep burying your head in the sand and acting like it’s the easier thing to do. It’s easier for you. It’s harder for everyone else!”

Fight or flight. Fight or flight.

Flight isn’t working. He won’t let me flee.

Time to fight.

“You know what? Fuck you.”

He shoots me a tired look, as if I just proved his point. “I want to make it very clear, here and now. I tried. For the hundredth fucking time, Penny. I tried.”

“Noted,” I spit. 

Why am I doing this? Why am I making this worse? I want to scramble off this bed and launch myself at him, wrap my arms around him and breathe him in. Tell him how much I need him, how much I miss him. How much I don’t mean a single thing that I’m saying right now.

But that’s the problem, isn’t it?

He stares at me, and I see the very second all his resolve evaporates. I see the exact second he takes me at my word. I see the moment I lose him for good. 

I see the moment I win. 

And it’s the worst prize on the planet.

“I’m done,” he whispers, dropping his hands with a shrug. He shakes his head, like he’s finally seeing me for who I am: an unforgivable mess. “This isn’t worth it. You get your way. I’m done.”

“Fine,” I say, my mouth trembling. I hurriedly wipe my face free of tears with my sleeve. 

He stares at me for a few seconds, like he can’t decide if he means it. 

I don’t. 

Can he see that? Can he feel it?

“Do me a favor and please, don’t contact me ever again,” he says quietly. 

Oh god, my heart is breaking. My chest is caving in. I’m going to die of an unhealable pain, but this needs to happen. It’s the only way.

I tear my eyes away, refusing to look at him while he delivers the final, fatal blow. It’s what I wanted. I’m protecting my heart by breaking it now rather than later. 

“I can’t have you in my life anymore. I can’t do this anymore.”

I clutch my pillow to my chest, glaring straight ahead instead of looking at him. “Okay.”

“Merry Christmas, P,” he says so softly that I have to suck in a breath to keep my composure.

I stare at the wall, not bothering to wipe my face. I stay that way, frozen in time, until he turns and leaves the room, shutting the door gently behind him. I stay in the same position even as the tears begin to worsen and I’m shaking with the force of them.

I’m falling apart. 

I’m letting the last of my broken pieces shatter and explode, rather than building them up again only for Declan to break me even worse in the future. I’m saving myself now. I’m protecting the most vulnerable pieces of me now, so that they’ll still be there someday. So that my heart has a chance down the line. 

It’s easier this way. 

It is easier, right?

And when Wyatt pokes his head in and sees me in this state, when he rushes to me, crawling onto the bed so that he can pull me into his arms, I still can’t breathe. 

The relief that I expected never comes. I’m afraid that I’ll never be able to take a full breath again. 

I’ll make this clear right here, right now. That’s my fault. Not Declan’s. 

It’s never been Declan’s. 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
declan


I pull my hat low on my head and avoid the curious stares. I hate airports on a good day. I despise them during the holidays. I’m back in Pittsburgh two days before Christmas. In a fucking airport.

I know. 

It wasn’t part of the plan until it became the only plan that mattered. 

After I closed Penny’s door behind me, I felt every last shred of anything good inside of me, shatter and turn to dust. I ignored Wyatt as I left, even when he chased me to the door and tried to stop me. I had to get into my car and get away from that house, that room… that girl.

I will never admit this to her, but the moment I turned off of Wyatt’s street, I lost it for a second. I gripped the steering wheel, my hands shaking, and when that first tear fell down my face, I knew what it meant. What I felt. What I had to let go of.

The second I got back to my hotel room, I booked the first flight I could find that would get me the hell out of that city. I packed my things as quickly as I could and made two stops before the airport: Seth’s house and my parents’ house. 

Naturally, my parents were overly concerned when I walked in and announced that I wouldn’t be staying for Christmas. They asked very little questions, but by the way my mom’s hands trembled when she reached up to cup my face, I know they’re worried. I’ve never done something like this before. I don’t mess with traditions. 

I didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with their questioning eyes and concern. I promised I’d call them on Christmas and left them standing on the porch step, clinging to each other and watching their son run away from his problems.

Then, I drove to Seth’s with my tail between my legs. I wasn’t brave enough to face either of them after what I said or did. I wasn’t looking for a face-to-face conversation. 

I dropped the bottles I had bought for our Christmas gathering on their front step. It’s a basket full of each person’s favourite drink. I do it every year for them. I won’t be stopping now.

Then, I left my hometown behind. 

I have never been so grateful to be so far from home. Knowing that Penny isn’t breathing the same air as me is oddly relieving. 

She broke me that millionth time that she pushed me away. More than before. I needed to get back to the only life I’ve known without her in it.

I think I broke her long before then. 

To be honest, I think me, Gavin, and her own broken heart broke her. It was a recipe for destruction, all of those moving pieces pushing and pulling against each other, but she wouldn’t even let me try and fix it. She wouldn’t acknowledge that maybe, just maybe, she also broke me a bit, too.

The airport feels one thousand feet larger than it ever has before, but I finally manage to step outside into the cold, morning air with my suitcase in my grip. 

It’s early and I only left Canada last night, but it feels like I’ve been traveling for a week straight. I had to spend half of my night in an airport due to the limited flight availability on such short notice. The layover was over eight hours, and it was spent on uncomfortable chairs, drinking overpriced beer. Even if the layover was ten days long, I would have still taken that flight.

I peer around the busy parking lot, looking for my knight in shining armor. He’s here somewhere, waiting to rescue me. Erratic honking sounds from my right. I rear my gaze to the blacked-out G-Wagon along the curb, waiting with its hazards on.

My chariot awaits.

I make my way toward it and toss open Forker’s trunk. Throwing my bags inside, I shout a quick greeting to him. I climb into the passenger’s seat, buckle myself in and literally deflate. Finally deflate. Away from prying eyes, I let myself take a full, painful breath.

Forker watches me carefully from behind his black sunglasses, making no move to drive. It’s quiet for a second, neither of us speaking. Him looking at me and me looking anywhere but him.

“The girl from home?”

I rub my bottom jaw, resting my head against the window. There’s a stupid knot of emotion in my throat. I could lie to avoid this conversation, but I’m too tired to try. Maybe I’m too tired of keeping this in. 

I just nod, letting out a long breath. 

“Lowesy,” he says sympathetically, reaching over to clasp my shoulder. I sniff and look away. “It’ll be okay, man.”

It won’t. I know that now. It will just… stop feeling so bad. Eventually. She’s gone. I saw it in her eyes when she looked at me. She wants nothing to do with me, friend or otherwise. At some point, that became an easier reality for her to face than trying to salvage things.

I missed the mark on interpreting why she was doing the things that she was doing. I couldn’t have been expected to just know that she was afraid of being rejected again, but I feel like I should have put two and two together and stopped taking things so personally. 

I know how Penny operates. I’ve been around her long enough. It was pretty obvious that she was self-destructing. 

This whole thing imploded because she was scared that I would have regretted her. How am I supposed to get over that? How am I ever supposed to stitch up that piece of my heart that those words tore out?

“Thanks for coming to grab me.”

“Obviously,” Forker grumbles, adjusting his sunglasses on his nose. He pulls away from the curb, checking his blind spot quickly. “But you’re having Christmas with me and Boss on Thursday. I hope you know that. That’s the price I charge for picking you up at the ass crack of dawn.”

I sigh, leaning my head against the window again. “You aren’t going home?”

Boston isn’t. Boston never does. This is Boston’s home now. We’re his family. But Forker? He loves forcing his family to spend holidays together.

“My parents have decided to spend the week in Mexico with their significant others,” he says with a shake of the head, like it’s the ultimate act of betrayal. “Their kids didn’t get the invite, by the way. Ari decided if mom and dad aren’t going to be there, she’d rather stay at college. I even tried to bribe her by paying for her flight and taking her shopping. She shut me down.”

I stifle a laugh. “Ruthless.”

“I’m scared that she has a boyfriend, honestly,” he says with a pained groan. He pays the toll for parking, flashing a smile at the tenant in the booth who blushes at his handsome face.

“How old is she now? Twenty-five? She’s doing her Masters, Fork. She’s an adult.”

“That’s fine and fucking dandy,” he grumbles, slowing at a red light. “If she had better taste in men. I guarantee you this guy is a DJ who deals drugs on the side. In fact, I’d bet my career on it.”

I’ve met Ariana three times in my life. She’s one of those chicks who is intimidating off the hop. Even at twenty-three, she was poised and put together, and had this air of superiority that some people are just born with. She’s smart and logical and so entirely career driven that I’m surprised she is dating at all.

It’s odd that her type would be that type. I feel like she’d look down her nose at anyone who didn’t have a couple of acronyms in front of their name. Godspeed to whoever he is, because Forker is scary as hell when he’s pissed.

“We can fly down there and intimidate him,” I offer as we turn onto the freeway. “I’ve got some anger I could unleash.”

Forker breathes a laugh, but I feel his sideways gaze on me. “So, what happened?”

I swallow, staring at the street ahead of us. “We kept hurting each other until too much damage was done. That’s what happened.”

Forker nods, turning back to the road. It’s quiet for a second. 

You’d expect one of the boys to look at me and recommend going out to the bar tonight, fucking the first hot girl I find, maybe two of them. You’d expect Forker to slap me on the shoulder and tell me the easiest way to get over someone is to get under someone else. 

But that’s not him, and it definitely isn’t me.

“Look, if you love her, it’s never going to be that simple. You might have to fight for it, but it’s not dead in the water. I don’t know the details, but I’ve heard you talk about her. It doesn’t have to be over if you don’t want it to be.”

“You didn’t see her face,” I mutter under my breath. 

I did. I can’t get it out of my head.

“I see yours,” he says. 

I don’t know what that means, but it stings all the same. “Can we drop it, Forker?”

“If you want to,” he says. “Just… don’t hole up on me, alright? I have your back. We don’t let each other suffer in silence.”

I roll my head on the window to look at him. He flashes me a gentle smile, and I swear I see those eyes twinkling behind his sunglasses. He’s one of the good ones. I struck gold with him, and I don’t tell him enough. 

I reach over and smack him on the shoulder, shaking him gently. 

“I love you, buddy.”

“You too, sweet cheeks.”
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When I get home, I hang my keys by the door and trudge through my kitchen as if my feet are attached to cement blocks. Every step feels heavy and sucks the energy from me. When I finally drag myself into the living room, I fall onto the couch, face-first, and vow that I’m not getting up until morning.

It’s outrageously clean in here and it smells like lemons. Anna left me a case of beer as a Christmas gift on the counter. I saw it on my leisurely walk to the sofa. I love my housekeeper, have I ever mentioned that? She shouldn’t be buying me anything, but she does. For holidays, for my birthday, just because.

I am happy that I left that card stocked full of her Christmas bonus on the island before I left. I almost forgot. It’s gone, which means that she accepted it. It took two years for her to finally stop refusing the gifts that I gave her as a thank you. That makes me happy. I’m hoping that it helps her out. I know her daughter has her eyes set on an Ivy League next year and Anna’s worried about the cost, despite her many scholarships.

I snatch the remote from the coffee table and turn on the TV, letting out a long sigh. 

My phone has been on airplane mode ever since I boarded the plane. I turned it on only twice, both times to text Forker and my father. Other than that, I’ve been unreachable. I guess it’s time to face the music. I’ll have to do it sometime. Maybe if I’m lucky, they’ll all be relieved that I left.

With my face plastered against the cushions, I turn my service back on. 

My phone begins to vibrate uncontrollably. I stare at the sports highlights on the TV until it stops, letting my notifications catch up. When it’s finally silent, I find the courage to open all the texts and missed calls.

Oh, I’m fucked. 

Wyatt tried to call me over ten times. Seth, five. EJ, nothing. No calls from Penny, either. Unsurprising, but it still hurts.

All group chats, both with just the guys and with the whole crew, are radio silent. 

Never a good sign. 

I open Wyatt’s messages first. I don’t want to admit that it’s because I know he’s with her, but that’s why. 

Wyatt


I told you not to make it worse.




???? Declan. What did you say to her?




You know what, I’m done trying to make you feel better. She’s inconsolable. Whatever you did, great job. 




My heart sinks. Not what I wanted. I shut my eyes and let out a long, pained breath. I didn’t mean to do that, but she twisted my arm. I can’t keep participating in this vicious cycle. I’ve become a pawn in her game and it fucking hurts.

There’s a lull in Wyatt’s texts until this morning, a few hours after I boarded my plane. 

Wyatt


You left? What the fuck, Declan. We don’t do this. Goodbye Parade? No matter the circumstances??? It’s Christmas.




Just call me. Please. I’m sorry for being a prick. 




A Rolex?? It was a fifty-dollar cap, Dec. Jesus. I love it, but not more than I love you. Please call me.




Yeah, not going to happen. Not right now, anyway. I need a break from all of them, even if it’s just for a day. I am not stoked that Penny and I made a scene in the middle of the road, but I’m even more unwilling to discuss how we ended things.

I switch to Seth’s conversation. I brace myself for the worst. We left things on the wrong foot, him and I. He’s not going to hold back on me.

Seth


Come over. Avery’s in bed. We’ll go for a drive. We need to talk.




Not going to answer now? After that show you put on? After you talk to my wife like that?




I already talked to her. I want to make it clear; she isn’t just allowed to talk to my best friend like that either. She was out of line and so were you. We need to talk, Declan, or this is all going in the shitter. Come over.




I had already left by then. I was boarding a plane.

Seth


What the fuck did Avery just find on the doorstep? This better not mean what I think it means. 




Just talked to your mom. Declan, you’re an idiot. You don’t leave town without fixing this first. Avery’s devastated. Fuck, I’m hurt. You’re meant to be here at Christmas. 




I know it probably felt like the world was against you, but it wasn’t. We weren’t. Everyone just needed to cool off, D. Please call me. I love you, brother. 




My chest constricts. Why does it hurt me more to hear that they aren’t angry with me? It was easier to leave thinking that they all were after me with pitchforks. That way, hurting their feelings felt like a necessary evil. I didn’t expect that I’d have people in my corner after that. 

I don’t want anyone taking sides. If they do, I’d want them to be on hers. I don’t even want to think about her feeling the way I’m feeling now and having nobody there to comfort her. 

EJ might not have called, which isn’t surprising. But he did text.

EJ


Did you two talk?




Text me when you’re done. Hoping it goes well, bud. 




You left??? Declan, what the fuck?




I sigh, moving to the next conversation. My brow furrows, realizing I missed one of the notifications.

The last message in my inbox has my head lifting from the cushions. The last name that I expected to see was hers. From anyone else, fine. Even Penny. But her?

Tiffany


Give her time.




It’s kind. It’s a truce. It’s an attempt to be a friend. A good one. Nothing more.

Before I can process the message, my phone is ringing. Seth’s name is glaring up at me, an ugly picture of him in his underwear from college on the screen. 

He’s my best friend in the world, but I’m terrified to speak to him.

I swallow. I can’t let this one go unanswered. Not after how many times he’s tried to contact me in the last twelve hours.

I answer it, but I don’t speak.

“Dec?” he asks quietly.

I shut my eyes, falling back onto the couch. “Yeah.”

A long breath leaves his nose. “I’m so sorry, buddy. I… I should have been with you.”

I swallow. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

About Avery. To Avery. 

“She knows,” he says. I hear him shuffling around, and then a door closes in the background. “She’s wrecked with guilt over it. None of us wanted you to leave. This isn’t what should have happened.”

“You warned me that it would,” I mumble. 

That it would all blow up in my face. He told me I had to fix it before it got out of hand, and I sat on my hands and let it simmer. I let it kill us both, even when I knew I had to step up and be the bigger person. She was too fragile to do it herself.

“Yeah, so I should have been there when it did,” he says carefully. There’s a small beat of silence, and I can practically hear his mind spinning. “If I had any idea that you were considering going home, I would have prioritized you.”

I smile gently, because… bullshit.

“No, you wouldn’t have.”

It would have been Avery regardless. As it should be.

He breathes a laugh. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”

“I needed to leave,” I tell him. This isn’t on them. It’s me. I needed this.

Another pause. “Okay.”

“Not because of you. Not because of Avery. Tell her that for me.”

“I’ll try, but I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you herself.” 

I nod, even though he can’t see me. Shit. I feel like crying. Something feels wrong in my chest. It’s like I can’t breathe, like my heart doesn’t know how to work properly anymore. There’s only one thing I want to know, that I need to know. I’m trying to keep it in, to sever whatever this fucked up connection is, but it’s slipping out before I can stop it.

“Seth?”

“Yeah?”

“How is she?” I practically whisper.

He’s quiet for a second, and these little pauses he keeps doing are breaking my heart. He’s trying to be careful. To protect me. 

“Probably feeling the same as you right about now,” he admits. “She can’t face Avery. She’s checked in, but that’s about it. She’s still at Wyatt’s.”

Fuck. 

“Oh,” is all I can manage. 

Avery’s right, I imploded Penny’s life with a few, quick mistakes. Now, Penny doesn’t even have her best friend to reach for. I put a wedge between the twins. You know how bad things have to be to do that?

“Did you tell her?” he asks. 

I slowly open my eyes, staring at the TV. I play stupid because it’s the only way I know how to protect this fucking crack that’s slowly tearing in my chest. 

“Tell her what?”

“You know what.”

I run my hand over my face. Yeah, I know what. Even if it hadn’t gone the way it had, I wouldn’t have admitted what I can’t even admit to myself. It is too terrifying, too real, and there’s no way in hell that I was going to blurt it out as some scapegoat to get out of this fight.

If I ever say it, it won’t be as a saving grace. It’ll be because I need her to know that she’s my saving grace. It’ll be at the right time and because it felt right and for no other reason but that.

I don’t think that moment is a possibility any longer. No matter what Forker thinks, it’s dead in the water. We’re dead in the water.

“No.”

“Have you told yourself yet?” he pushes.

I roll my eyes, letting out a groan. Oracle Seth, now at your service. “Seth.”

He lets out an airy laugh, letting it go. Though, if I know him at all, he’s dying to push about this.

“Come home, D. We need you here for Christmas. All of us.”

“I can’t,” I whisper, and I hate the way my breath hitches. “It’s better if we’re away from each other right now.”

I’m not leaving just to run right back. That wasn’t the point. This is necessary to finally start the process of moving on. I need to move on, or at least start trying to. If I carry on the way I have been, I’ll lose it. I’ll spend forever reaching for somebody who keeps pushing me away.

Wyatt


Call me, buddy. 




I don’t.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
penny


It takes me more courage than I can muster to get out of the car and walk up to Avery’s house on Christmas morning. Her and I have barely spoken since the dreadful secret Santa night. She texted me a couple of times to make sure that I’m okay. I’ve answered minimally. It was courteous, small check-ins. It wasn’t the Avery and Penny level of communication that I’m used to, even when we’re fighting. 

I just can’t face her. I can’t explain it. I can’t face any of them. I’m embarrassed. I put them in the middle of this mess without any consideration how that might hurt them. I feel worse for keeping secrets, and for hurting Declan with one million little knives until he bled out in front of me.

What I feel worst about, though? The fact that he fled the country because of me. He won’t be at Christmas because of me. I did this.

These are his friends too. He only gets to come home when his schedule permits it. I moved back home. I see them almost every day now. His parents are here. They wait all year to have him home for Christmas. Now, he’s spending the holiday alone, and they’re spending it without their only child.

Because of me. 

In the two days that I’ve hunkered down at Wyatt’s, I’ve decided with finality that I’m moving into EJ’s. Not because of the fight or the fallout, and not because I don’t know where Avery and I stand. It’s just time, you know? 

EJ is super on board, which makes it a lot easier. He showed up at Wyatt’s when he learned that Declan left, store-bought cinnamon buns in hand. Laid in the bed with me, face-to-face. He didn’t ask questions, just told me he loves me. I asked him if I could move in after a few hours of rotting in that bed with him and Wyatt, eating my sorrows in pastries until my stomach hurt. 

EJ smiled, shot me a wink, and promised to keep the toilet seat down. He seems excited that someone will be in the house when he’s away. I’m excited that he’ll still have me.

He’s already been by Avery’s and snuck a few things out of the house for me. He wants to build me a new bookshelf for my room, so he has been on a stealth mission to retrieve a couple at a time so that when it’s done, the shelves will be full. 

I don’t want to break the news to Ave over Christmas, but I’ll have to let her know soon. I don’t like hurting her more than I have to. Even though she’s expecting it, I know it will sting. Salt in the wounds I’ve already sliced into her skin. 

I think she’ll realize she needs some space once I give it to her.

Wyatt reaches across the console of his truck and takes my hand. “It’s going to be okay. You just have to rip off the bandage.”

“Declan isn’t here,” I remind him, my voice quiet. 

I finally got what I wanted only to realize that it’s not what I wanted at all.

All that man has tried to do is make me feel better. That’s the only thing he’s guilty of. I refused to let him.

Wyatt smiles sadly. “I know.”

Well, I need to change the subject before I hate myself even more than I did five seconds ago.

“She’s going to stab me in the jugular,” I say, shifting in my seat. I look back toward her red door. At least she won’t have to put a fresh coat of paint on it when she splatters it with my blood.

“Contrary to popular belief, I don’t think that’s the case.” He slaps my hand once more for good measure before throwing open the door to his truck. He’s halfway out when he turns back to me. “She’s just worried, Pen. Get your ass out of the truck.”

I sigh, offering a nod that I don’t fully believe in.

Wyatt waits for me on the curb, and I take my sweet time climbing out of the truck. He wraps his arm around me the second that I reach him, swinging the bag of food we brought over his shoulder. 

We don’t do gifts apart from secret Santa, but oh boy—does our friend group do drinks and food. 

He keeps me tucked in close until we reach the bright red door that suddenly seems like a very bad omen. I’m about to turn and run, admitting defeat and announcing my cowardice to the world, but Wyatt lifts his fist and knocks twice before I can. 

I startle, heart hammering in my chest. He steps in front of my body as if he’s a barrier between myself and my fears. I’m not even sure that he does it consciously.  

It does nothing to make me feel less nervous. I hold my breath, my leg shaking with anticipation. The door opens, but I can’t see anything past Wyatt’s back.

“Merry Christmas!” he says, with a bit too much jolliness. He opens his arms wide.

There’s barely a pause. “Move.”

It’s a demand. An order. He’d be foolish not to listen.

Wyatt steps out of the way.

My eyes meet Avery’s. Her brow softens when she takes in my face. I’m sad. It’s all over me. I reek of it. We stare at each other for only a moment, but it’s too long. I hurt her and I hate that. But she’s wearing her regret as clearly as I’m wearing my sorrow.

Avery takes a slow step onto the porch, her arms crossed in front of her. I brace myself, awaiting a verbal lashing about what being ‘best friends’ means, about treating one another better. I lied. I hurt Declan. I pushed her away and then I fled before we could even talk about it.

That isn’t what we do. It’s never been something we allowed ourselves to do.

She stops before me, just out of reach. 

“Are you okay?” she asks, her voice calm and even.

I drop my eyes to the ground, my lip trembling. I’d prefer her yelling at me. I’d prefer a cold reminder that I have been acting like a jerk, that I have to be better. My pain can’t be an excuse for the rest of my life. 

She says none of that.

I shake my head just as my will collapses and the tears finally begin to fall. 

No. I’m not okay.

I don’t know what I’ve done. I don’t know why I keep doing this to myself. To him. To her.

It takes less than half a second from when that first tear falls before warm hands cup my face. Avery quickly stands on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek, and then she wraps her arms around my neck, holding me to her body like a human bandage.

Wyatt’s hand flattens my hair, one last act of comfort before he leaves me in more suitable hands. The hands that I need. He presses a soft kiss to my head and then it’s just Avery and I on the porch together.

“I’ve got you,” she whispers, fingers rubbing between my shoulders. Three, simple words and I’m near inconsolable. 

This is my home. Right here, in these arms. I hate hurting her. I hate keeping things from her. My heart is so broken for so many reasons, but betraying her trust is one of the big ones. 

“I’m so sorry, Ave.”

She squeezes me tighter. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

That’s not true. I have a running list of things I need to apologize for and hurting her in any capacity is one of the most important. I had my monthly therapy appointment the day before yesterday. Word vomited, cried, and unleashed my heart on the poor woman. She gave me a lot of good tools, a lot of stepping stones to start moving forward, and one was to let go of my guilt.

Don’t ignore it, but don’t bottle it up. A lot of emotional distress is caused by guilt, and I happen to be someone who becomes reactive to any negative situation to protect myself. When I crash, the guilt follows. She believes that lovely new habit was a direct result of my relationship with Gavin. So, I have to start owning that feeling when it’s appropriate and apologizing if I truly believe I did something wrong. 

I did something wrong here.

“Hey,” a hesitant voice says behind us.

I sniffle, jumping around in Avery’s arms. 

Tiffany and Lauren are at the bottom of the steps, bottles and bags in hand, looking afraid to approach. I take a step away from Avery, but she doesn’t let me go. She keeps her hand on my back.

Always there. No matter what. 

I wipe my face, flashing a pained smile at our friends.

They slowly make their way up the steps. Tiffany’s dark eyes scan my face. “Merry Christmas.”

I clear my throat. “Yeah. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” Lauren says quietly, like she’s too nervous to say those words. Like they’ll somehow set me off again. Like there is nothing merry about the day at all.

“I brought you tequila,” Tiffany says, eyes softening as more tears fall. She wiggles the bag in her hand. “Two bottles.”

I force a smile, a cough of a laugh escaping me. “Thanks.”

She nods, but then steps forward. “Come here.”

I do, because I don’t know what else I can do. I don’t know if I want to do anything else but let my friends hold me all day. Tiffany wraps her arms around me, alcohol still in hand. She puts her chin on my shoulder and squeezes me in a tight, reassuring hug. 

She’s yet another person that I hurt in the crossfire of my self-destruction.

“I should have told you,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

“Don’t do that,” she says quietly, rubbing my back. “It’s ancient history. I’m sorry it feels like this right now.”

“Tiff,” I sniffle, moving to pull back.

She holds my shoulder, meeting my eyes in a leveled glare. “Penny. Don’t make me the excuse for why you don’t chase your own happiness, alright? I’ll resent you for it.”

I wince. Point made.

“Whatever you decide to do,” she says quietly, taking a step back. “I’ve got your back, okay?”

I let out a shaky breath, forcing a nod.

“The boys are inside. We’ll be in in a few minutes,” Avery says.

I give Lauren a quick hug before they go inside. For the second time this morning, it is just me and Avery on the front step. Despite the snow, the sun is beaming down on us, and I hope that’s a good sign for what lies ahead.

Avery meets my eyes, letting out a long breath through her nose. She runs a hand through her short hair before gesturing to the clean, front step. She drops down onto it and pats the space beside her.

I fall onto the step, staring out at the quiet street, still and harmonious like Christmas mornings should be. Everyone’s tucked inside, spending time with their families around the tree, sipping hot cocoa and coffee with liqueur.

The world always spins onward, even when your own is ending.

“I could have been there for you,” Avery says without looking at me.

I shut my eyes, trying to prevent any more tears. “I know, Ave. That wasn’t the issue.”

“I’m not mad at you. I was just shocked.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. You are allowed to tell me and not tell me whatever you please,” she says, reaching forward to grab my hand. She squeezes my hand three times and then holds it. “I’m not entitled to every inch of your life.”

“But I should have told you,” I admit, finally finding the courage to look at her. She keeps her gaze on the road. “You probably could have helped prevent me from making things this bad.”

“You had a lot going on,” she reminds me. “I just want you to be okay. It breaks my heart knowing that you’re not.”

I look up at the sky, finding the bravery to say something aloud that I’ve never been able to before. 

“I think I’m in love with him, Ave.”

Her hand tightens around mine, a death squeeze. She wasn’t expecting that. I wasn’t either when the realization hit me. She slowly turns to me, eyes burning into my face, stunned by the admission.

I shake my head, crumbling a bit. 

Oh god, there it is. That’s the truth. I love him. I don’t know when I started loving him, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to stop.

“Penny,” she says quietly, reaching for my face. She pulls my cheeks downward so that I have to look her in the eye. Using her sleeve to wipe my eyes, she gives me a stern look, her own eyes full of unshed tears. “I think that boy has been in love with you since you threw up in his bathroom and his mom held your hair while you cried.”

I choke out a laugh, shaking my head at the memory. I hate that story. I hate that I was the main player in that story. Declan’s mom, that sweet angel, rubbed my back and convinced my drunk ass that I wasn’t embarrassing myself. I was. I totally was. I never stepped foot in that house again.

But, no, I don’t think that’s true. If there are any feelings between us at all, which I hope there are, I’d bet that they are new, undiscovered—that they started in that hotel room with soft whispers and frantic kisses.

“It’s okay to love him,” she tells me gently, still wiping my face. 

“I can’t,” I choke out. “I keep fucking this up because I’m terrified of going through that again. I don’t want to give myself to someone again. It scares me.”

“Because it’s both new and old, and yeah, that’s pretty fucking scary. He’s been a constant for years, but not like this. Plus, you’re still healing from your last relationship. It’s not surprising that you’re afraid of what this feels like.”

“He’s such a good guy.” I sniffle, meeting her eyes. Her face softens, sympathetic tears still brimming and ready to fall. “He deserves somebody who is as good as he is, and that just isn’t me anymore. I survived Gavin, but if I’m scared all this unresolved pain might make me break Declan, and I won’t survive if it’s Declan who breaks me.”

Her brow furrows. “You are as good as he is. I’m biased, but he’s so lucky to be loved by you. Beyond lucky. I know it’s scary, but what if it’s worth it? What if you miss out on something wonderful because it scares you?”

It doesn’t matter. Even if I did want to take the risk and hand him my heart, I made sure that wasn’t an option. He’d never hand me his. I cemented my fate, sabotaged myself on purpose, for this exact result.

And now I don’t want it. 

“I messed it all up, anyway.”

“So, fix it,” Avery says with a shrug. “You’re Penny and Declan. You’re two sides of the same coin. You’re drawn to each other. You always have been. This is fixable, Penny.”

“He doesn’t fee⁠—”

“—don’t finish that sentence until you give him a chance to tell you that himself,” she says bluntly. She shoots me a look of warning. “I love you, but you’re right. He’s been trying to make this better, and you’ve been sabotaging his efforts. Don’t put words in his mouth if you’re not going to let him tell you how he feels.”

I sigh, falling against her shoulder. I press my cheek against her sweater and try to think about this logically. She’s right. She usually is. He’s tried to fix this over and over already. Maybe, just maybe, it’s my turn to put in some effort. Maybe he won’t turn away from me. Maybe he would answer my call, even when he promised he wouldn’t.

Her arm snakes around my shoulders. She pulls me close. 

A few beats of silence pass. We stare out at her street. It’s empty. The world is just waking up. It’s Christmas, and I’m with the people who matter most. My friends are inside. I will see my parents for dinner. Tonight, my sister will be here with my niece. 

Everyone but him will be here.

Everything but this will be okay. 

“So,” Ave says quietly after a moment. “How was the sex?”

I groan, rolling my head on her shoulder. “So fucking good.”

Avery rests her cheek against my head. “Atta boy, Dec.”

Neither of us hear the door open behind us, or the sound of Seth’s slippers on the steps. 

“Am I interrupting?”

Seth is in his Christmas pajamas that match Avery’s. White, with reindeer print all over them. Their little red noses are shaped like Christmas baubles. 

They’re so corny. 

I love it. 

He’s wearing a Santa hat, his glasses perched on his nose. He smiles down at us, all wide and happy, holding two mugs of coffee in his hands. One in a big, blue, mug with peppermint sprinkles on top.

Perfect timing.

“We should get inside anyway,” I say, pushing myself to my feet. I take the mug from Seth. “Merry Christmas, Seth.”

“How are you doing, P?” he asks, pulling me into a one-armed hug. I’m careful not to spill on him.

“Been better,” I admit, pulling away. I meet his eyes. “How is he?”

Seth shrugs, brushing his thumb against my shoulder. “Been better.”

My heart clenches. I hate that answer. I want to hear that he is happy, sleeping with a bunch of girls now that I’m out of his system, and that he’s not letting what I’ve done impact him in any way. 

I mean that. I just want him to be happy, even if it’s with me completely out of his life. 

I follow Seth and Avery into the house, and I’m assaulted by Christmas music and the smell of fresh, homemade cinnamon buns. I want to pull Seth back to me and hug him again. Nothing can make me feel better the way that cinnamon buns can. And hazelnut lattes. And his fiancé. 

I bring the mug to my lips as I round the corner.

EJ is sitting at the island beside Lauren. He swivels on his chair to face me, opening his arms wide, blond hair perfectly styled. 

“Merry Christmas, Roomie!”

I still, my eyes widening as panic constricts my chest. Avery nearly collides into my back but manages to sidestep me just in time.

“Oh, stop,” Avery grumbles, waving me off. “I already know. You think EJ can sneak anything out of my house? He’s as stealthy as a warthog. You get a pass for not telling me. Because of all the tears.”

“You’re not mad?” I ask, cocking a brow.

She rounds the island into the kitchen, winding her arm around Seth’s middle. She leans into him as she shoots a glare my way. “Furious. Don’t know if I’ll ever forgive you.”

I roll my eyes. Okay, she’s not mad. Since she gave me a pass, EJ gets one for spilling my secrets and being a terrible spy.

I shoot him a look of warning, but he just beams at me, opening his arms wider. I sigh, walking between his legs to give him a quick squeeze while taking a sip of my much-needed coffee. 

“Merry Christmas, you little snitch.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
declan


I stumble back into my condo after a long Christmas day spent with Boston and Forker. I’m drunk and miserable and am not ashamed to admit that I missed home today. Watching my friends celebrate the holidays on social media was a new kind of pain.

I wish I could have been there, but I don’t regret leaving. In no world would it have been possible for all of us to coincide and play pretend, eating food and tossing back drinks as if what happened didn’t happen—acting like everything is fine when it’s not fine. It might never be fine. 

Yeah, yeah, and seeing her would have destroyed me. There’s that, too. 

Merry fucking Christmas.

I shot a quick text to the ‘Big Dogs’ chat this morning. I wished them a Merry Christmas and they sent back similar regards, telling me that they missed me and all the usual mushy stuff one says over the holidays. 

Call me a pussy, but I’m not ready to message any chat that she’s a part of. Even if she’s just one of ten people in it. 

Avery texted me separately the second that text hit Seth’s phone. I was expecting that, but I wasn’t expecting her to extend an olive branch. She did. She wished me a Merry Christmas and told me that if I ever needed to talk, she would be open to it. 

I know I put her in a tough spot, but I’m glad she still loves me enough to know that I needed that. Let’s be honest, though. I am never going to talk to Avery about Penny.

I value my life. 

Not to out myself as an obsessed loser, but I noticed with too keen of an eye that Penny is barely in any of the pictures or videos that are posted throughout the day. If I hadn’t caught a glimpse of her honey-coloured hair in the back of a video that EJ put on his story, I would have assumed she had run away like I did.

I’m glad that she was there. Relieved, too.

It means she didn’t run back to him because she was terrified and hurt.

I can only hope that she feels more comfortable with me gone. I want her to be able to enjoy herself the way she hadn’t been able to for the past few days. Hell, for the past few years, having to deal with that idiot over the holidays.

I’ve seen her cry enough in twenty-four hours to last me a lifetime. I’m hoping she’s smiling today, even if I’m not.

She’s going through a tough time. She is protecting herself in the only way that she knows how. I just wish that she didn’t have to cut my heart out and chuck it on the ground to get through it.

Then there was the speech. 

The fucking speech that had me booking an Uber right back to my condo. Sent from Seth’s phone, directly to my own. They did it to include me, but it really only succeeded in making me feel so homesick that I had to stop drinking and get my ass home. 

A drunken Wyatt stood at the head of the table, a paper crown sideways on his head, holding a shot glass in his hand. I love those paper crowns. They’re from those stupid little Christmas crackers that Avery gets us every year. She forces us to wear them, and we complain the whole time, but we would all miss it if she stopped. 

Wyatt is smiling from ear to ear, his brown eyes a little glossy.

It’s shocking that he’s the one with his glass raised. He’s never the guy to make grand gestures at these kinds of events.

“I just want to say Merry Christmas to all my favourite people. I wish we could have all been together. It’s all that I wanted this year.” He swallows, glancing around the table. “I love you guys more than anything on this fucking planet. Thank you for being my family and my home away from home. Thank you for taking care of me since the dawn of this friendship. You guys don’t know how good we have it, having each other. No matter which way we lean, there is someone there to catch us. You have to remember that, even when shit feels bad. Merry fucking Christmas! Merry Christmas, Dec!” 

His words are slurred, but he looks so damn happy that it makes me feel so damn terrible. He turns to the camera at the end, holding up his glass. To me. That crooked smile doesn’t hit his eyes, but he’s drunker than he usually gets. 

He winks and the video ends.

Christmas with Forker and Boston was nice, but it wasn’t the same. It didn’t feel like Christmas. I know how my holidays are going to go like the back of my hand. I pride myself on the traditions me and my friends started when we were in our early twenties. 

My favourite morning of the year is the morning that I missed today.

Parties, bars, and fanfare are nothing in comparison.

Waking up without the smell of coffee and cinnamon buns was dreadful. Waking up to an empty condo was worse. Absent were the sounds of Seth in the kitchen. There was none of EJ’s contagious laughter, either.

There was no Penny. 

Boston had Christmas dinner catered by some unbelievably ritzy company. The food was impeccable. Honestly, I’ve never had a meal so delicious in my life. Don’t you dare tell Seth. There was enough food to feed a whole party, despite there being only the three of us in attendance. We did a good number on it.

We ate, we drank, and by six o’clock, I was too drunk to function. I was moping around because I wasn’t home when I should be, and then I started pouting like a baby. Just a bit. It wasn’t cute, and I was clearly bringing down the mood. So, I did the responsible thing and got a ride back to my condo, instantly collapsing onto the couch and focusing on my sorrows instead. 

I also opened another beer. Alone. Sue me.

But fuck, I’m going through a tough time, too. 

I am so fucking in love with Penelope Sweeten.

Like, pathetically in love with that idiot.

I wish I could have fixed this. I know I have said that one hundred times by now, but I mean it more today than I did yesterday. By being forced to be without her, I can’t stop picturing Christmas with her. Really with her.

Placing a coffee in front of her, one that I made myself with the perfect amount of hazelnut creamer and wishing her a Merry Christmas. I’d lean down to brush my lips against hers just enough to have her impatiently pulling me back to her mouth. And she’d smile that real smile of hers—bigger than usual, because it’s Christmas and Penny loves Christmas.

I want to sit next to her at our table full of friends, my arm lazily around her shoulders, whispering how beautiful she is into her ear. Making her blush. Making her feel special. I’d tuck her head under my chin as we sprawl out on Seth’s couch, staring at Avery’s perfect tree while our friends play some stupid game that is destined to end in a fight. 

It’d be one of those moments I want to live in forever. Easy. Her in my arms. 

And I’d be proud to be the one that gets to do all of that for her. 

With her.

But, I can’t do it anymore. I can’t want it. I can’t try. I need to get over it. I’m too old for this emotional warfare. I know she’s broken, but so am I. I’ve got to cut this off. It’s my only option. I’ll take the rest of this season to focus on myself and hopefully bring the cup home. That needs to be the only thing I worry about from this point onward if I’m going to survive this.

Maybe one day we can talk, put everything on the table, and maybe we could be friends again. 

One day sounds nice.

It won’t be anytime soon, but I’m starting to think that maybe that’s for the best. 

I have to prioritize myself, my job, my team, and winning that silver cup.

I have to force myself to forget. Before it kills me.

December 28th:



Wyatt


You alive, bro? Call me. Missed you at Christmas. Miss bugging you. Love you.





january




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
declan


It’s mid-January and life has resumed. It hasn’t returned to normal, but that was the whole goal. 

I need to avoid normal like the fucking plague.

New Years passed, and unlike Christmas, I shut my phone off for the entirety of it and went out on the town with my teammates. It was another holiday spent away from my friends, but I’m used to missing New Year's Eves, depending on my schedule. This holiday was easier to stomach. 

We drank, we laughed, and I kissed the rim of a shot glass when the clock struck twelve. 

Happy fucking New Year. 

Just as I expected, the ache hasn’t completely vanished after a couple of weeks, though I was holding onto hope that it would. I really hate this feeling, like lead in my chest, but I have to push through it. It’s the only option I have.

It still hurts. I can’t deny that. I talk to my friends every single day, just not her. Never her. It’s harder than I imagined it would be, but I’m doing it and I’m sticking to it and one day I think I'll feel okay again. 

It can’t feel like this forever.

My mind’s been more at peace than it has been in the past two years this way. I can’t worry about her or pine after her if I spend every day doing everything I can to keep her out of my mind. I just have to stay busy. Then, she can only haunt me in my dreams. 

Trust me, she does that often.

Thankfully, when I sat Forker and Boston down after New Years and word vomited that I’m going to need them to keep me in line, they took the job seriously. I need my head in the game, and I need to keep my mind off lips that don’t belong to me—wondering what they’re doing, waiting for them to belong to someone else.

As a result, my game has not suffered and it’s a miracle that it hasn’t. Part of the reason is because we seldomly ever stop, and if we do, we’re typically still together. It’s hockey or it’s boys time, and either way, my head remains where it needs to be. 

Away from her.

We’ve started mixing in drills with just the three of us, more gym sessions as a group, and these late practices for ourselves, just to keep my game on par with where it’s got to stay. The boys get it. It alleviates some of the pressure from my shoulders and keeps me on track. I don’t have to relive what’s been going on because they don’t ask many questions.

Boston is especially great for that. He barely blinked, never mind ask what this is all about. He doesn’t need to know what’s wrong, just how to help me. And he does. Every day, he shows up without fail.

Forker would probably be all up in my business, poking and prodding me with questions if he didn’t already know the truth of it. That’s just Forker, but I trust that he’d never speak a word of what I tell him to anyone else. I’ve seen him nearly rip a guy’s skin off his bones for talking badly about me at a bar. He’s my vault.

I appreciate that. I appreciate them. 

I swing my bag over my shoulder, tossing my hat onto my freshly washed hair. It’s dark out. We just finished another one of those late-night skates. We wrapped up around ten but shot the shit in the locker room for an extra forty minutes afterward. It feels a bit like college. Higher stakes, of course, but the game feels fun again. Like it’s the only thing that matters.

The parking lot is dimly lit. Forker and Boston left just a few minutes ago, so it’s only my vehicle and Coach’s left. He’ll be in there for a while yet, going over game plays. He watched from the boards for a bit tonight, and when we spotted him, he nodded like he was proud of our dedication.

The whole team can see the improvement of our line. It’s undeniable.

I toss open my car door and pull myself inside, treasuring the ache of my limbs. My whole body is sore. I respect that feeling. I bask in it. It means I'm working harder than I was last week. That’s the goal, all the way to the playoffs. 

I quickly check my messages, but there’s not much apart from my dad texting me about coming down to visit soon. My phone is pretty unimportant to me lately. If it’s not the ‘Big Dogs’ chat popping off, or Seth giving me a call, I stay off it for the most part.

I head out of the arena, feeling more at ease than I have in a while.

There’s a sense of serenity in my life right now. It’s quiet. Easy. I have one goal and one purpose, and the rest of my world is calm, the waves settled. I can feel the storm brewing in the distance, but I’m certain that I can avoid it. Whatever happens next cannot be as bad as the weather I just went through.

I’m on the freeway when my phone buzzes. I glance at the screen on my dash, a knee-jerk reaction, and my heart lurches to my throat. My foot slips onto the break. The car throws my body forward against my seatbelt, sending my chest flying toward the steering wheel. 

Ouch.

Lucky. 

Fuck. 

Fuck!

The waves aren’t calm anymore. 

One glimpse of her name and the waves are thrashing against the shore, threatening to pull me out into the endless sea, to drown me. They promise to ruin every inch of progress I’ve fought this hard for.

I quickly check my mirrors and pull myself back into my lane, my heart slamming against my ribs. Her name is still there. I stare at it, wide eyed and white knuckled, until it vanishes.

What the fuck?

I… I can’t answer it. Right? Not after everything that’s happened. Not after all the progress I’ve made. If I pick up and she pulls that same bullshit she did before—sitting on the other line without speaking, making me worry sick, what will I do?

I’ll slide right back to the headspace that I was in a month ago.

It’s torture. I don’t want these half-ass interactions fucking with my head. 

I can’t do it anymore. I told her that.

I’m still trying to shake off the shitty feeling in my gut when my phone rings for a second time. I freeze, my eyes narrowing. Again, it’s Penny calling. The urge to answer is a powerful one. My hand twitches toward my dash, but I pull it back just as quickly.

No. 

I know where I stand. I meant what I said. I don’t want her to contact me anymore. She has the rest of them. She answers the rest of them. I’m the only one she seems to put through the ringer the way she does. Whatever she wants to say to me, I don’t think I want to hear it.

I shut my phone off before I can do something stupid, like answer and hope that she is calling to say she misses me. When I finally pull up to my building, I press my forehead to the steering wheel, trying to ignore the way I feel like spilling my lunch onto the sidewalk. 

It’s been a month. Why now? Why during the best season of my life? 

I want to answer her. My heart literally jolts when I see her name. I want to hear her voice; to have her apologize and tell me she wants to fix this. But odds are that’s not why she’s calling. I can’t accept anything but that. It’s not enough. 

I’m not her bandage for when she feels like shit. 

And even if she says exactly what I want her to, am I ready to hear it? 

The answer is no. I’m not. I can’t just be expected to bow down to her schedule.

My hands are still shaking as I open the door to my condo. I want to text Forker and tell him, get his opinion maybe, but I need to give the guy some breathing room. He does enough for me. He’s had to endure more than his share of my venting about her. He needs a break as much as I do at this point. 

I keep my phone off all night and leave it in my kitchen. It’s the only way I’ll sleep. It’s the only way to resist calling her back. I have a game tomorrow. I need to remain in the zone. I keep it off through morning skate the next day, too. I keep it off during the game against Chicago. 

Only after we’ve won and I’m back at home, on my couch with a beer, do I find the balls to turn my phone back on.

I take a swig as it reboots, my eyes flickering to the highlights from the game. My phone begins to vibrate incessantly in my palm. Over and over. It does not relent.

Dread sprouts in my stomach. My brow furrows as my list of notifications grows, and grows, and keeps growing. 

Penny called over twenty times. Twenty.

Seth called ten. 

Only a few text messages.

Penny


Please answer. 




Please, please answer me. Please.




I need you.




My throat goes dry. I sit upward, slowly placing my beer on the table.

Seth


Declan, call me back ASAP. I’ll keep calling.




Answer the phone.




ANSWER YOUR FUCKING PHONE!




I don’t think about it, I press the call button and dial Seth before I finish reading his last message. It barely rings twice before he answers, but he doesn’t speak right away. There’s some shuffling, and then a door shutting softly and immediately, I’m talking. 

You know how sometimes you just know that something bad has happened? 

Something bad has happened. I can feel it. 

My whole body knows that my life is about to change. My stomach is in knots, my skin feels cold, and my clothes are hurting my body. This is it. That moment they talk about. The part where your life divides in two: before and after the moment it all went to shit.

“Seth?”

A short pause.

“Hey.”

“What’s going on?” It takes everything in me to get that question out.

He lets out a long breath and then something happens that makes my chest crack in two, right down the middle. I clutch the phone so tight that my knuckles ache. 

Seth breaks down into loud, overwhelming sobs on the other end of the phone. Big, forceful cries that I have never once heard come from him before.

My eyes burn. My hands tremble. I’m going to be sick. Something terrible has happened. Something very, very terrible and oh god, what the hell do I do? I’m too far away. I’m in another fucking country.

I bury my face in my hands, holding the phone to my ear. 

“Seth?” I whisper. I’m pleading with him now. 

Please say something. Please tell me that everything is okay.

Oh god. My head is going fuzzy. My stomach is flipping around and around, heading up my throat as a means to escape. 

I stare at the table. Waiting. Listening. He’s crying so hard that I can hear his agony—I can feel that guttural pain that he’s going through. I’m a sitting duck, so far away. I can’t help him. I can’t hug my best friend while he loses it on the other end of the line.

“Talk to me,” I beg, my voice quiet.

He sucks in a gasping, shaky breath. A sound of torment explodes from him, and he coughs to try and get it out. After a long second, he starts speaking hurriedly, like he doesn’t know how much oxygen he’s got left and he needs me to hear this.

“You have to come home. Now.”

I curl my hand into a fist, my eyes burning as I shut them. “What happened?”

“It’s Wyatt,” he says, his voice breaking. He sucks in another sharp breath, trying to calm himself and failing. 

My heart stops beating, waiting for the rest of that sentence. 

What about Wyatt? 

Where is Wyatt? 

What happened to Wyatt? 

“He… he tried to take his own life last night.” 

The world stops so abruptly that I waver in my seat. I literally feel it slam on its axis and refuse to move. I jerk forward, clutching my stomach as if to keep my own guts inside, disbelief washing over me. 

No. 

No, that can’t be true. 

Wyatt? 

Wyatt?

No, Wyatt is… I would have noticed. Someone would have. Wyatt isn’t the type of guy who would do that shit. Sure, he’s quiet, but he’s happy, like all the damn time. It’s annoying, really. He can be a little shit sometimes, but he’s always being a little shit with a smile on his face. He’s the last person I’d expect to…

This is a mistake. Has to be. 

“What?” I breathe out.

“It’s bad, Dec,” Seth says. “They don’t know if he’s going to make it. Penny was his emergency contact. She called us all last night in fucking hysterics. We tried to get a hold of you. We couldn’t tell you in a text.”

Oh my god. 

Yeah, I’m going to be sick. 

I clutch my stomach and rush to the sink, my breathing now erratic. I feel lightheaded. I can’t see right. The whole room is fuzzy and I’m hot. I’m so fucking hot.

It’s real. 

Oh fuck, it’s real, isn’t it? 

I drop the phone next to the kitchen sink and I heave. Within seconds, the contents of my stomach are spilling out of me. 

I clutch the counter to keep standing. If not, I’ll fall. 

Wyatt. 

Oh god, Wyatt.

I must groan out his name between retches, because Seth starts trying to calm me down on the other end. He calls my name repeatedly while I struggle to keep the rest of my dinner down.

“Declan,” I hear Seth say loudly through the phone. I quickly put it on speaker and try to catch my breath. He’s crying harder now, that type of cry that you never want to hear again. “I love you, buddy. I love you so much. Please, come home. We need you here.”

I suck in a breath, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I press my forehead to the cold kitchen sink and shut my eyes. I focus on my breathing, trying my hardest not to pass out. 

Wyatt.

“I’m on my way.”

January 10th:

Wyatt


Just checking in. You know I love you, right? Brothers. Always.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
penny


“Why won’t they let us see him?” I whisper for the hundredth time. 

I wipe my eyes. It’s been almost thirty-two hours, and they still haven’t been able to give us a reasonable update or let us see Wyatt. I’m exhausted but full of adrenaline at the same time. Did anyone ever tell you that about grief? How you can run on fumes and still keep trucking along? How you feel like you’re dying, but that’s okay, because you’d rather it be you?

Oh, Wy. 

I’ve been texting his sister. They haven’t given his family much information either, but Lily is the only reason that I know he hasn’t been pronounced dead. It sounds like that can still change, like it will be touch and go for a bit, and that idea breaks me. 

Even if they sedated me, the fumes would keep me going. There isn’t a chance that I’m closing my eyes until I know if he’ll ever open his.

Thirty-two hours and we know nothing more than we did when we arrived.

This is torture.

I just want to hold his hand. 

I just need to see that he’s breathing.

I want to tell him I love him. 

His family are on their way. They dropped everything the second I found the courage to make that phone call. I broke the news to Lily. I couldn’t bring myself to be the one to tell his parents.

Still, Wyatt needs someone beside him until he wakes up. He needs me until they get here. That’s why he put me down as his emergency contact, right? He wanted me beside him. He trusted me to stay strong for him.

If only these doctors would let me see him.

EJ drops into the seat beside me, handing me the coffee that he just ran out for. He must see the way my hands shake, because he wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me into him, kissing my temple.

It took forever to reach him in the mines, but he got here the second that he heard.

I suck in a breath in an attempt not to cry, but I melt into him anyway. 

I’ll never get the image of EJ sobbing in Seth’s arms out of my mind. His legs gave out the second he ran through those hospital doors. Fell right into Seth, clinging to him while he lost his shit. Seth struggled to keep him upright, trying to soothe him with hushed words, but EJ was inconsolable.

It was the most painful thing I have ever had to witness. 

It will still never top that phone call. 

I didn’t think I was going to survive it. It had been late, but not too late for it to be weird for somebody to call me. I had been in the middle of an episode of Grey’s Anatomy, picking at my cheese and crackers.

I answered the call from the unknown caller.

I answered and then the world exploded. 

I collapsed in the doorway of EJ’s house, wearing only my nightgown and winter boots, my keys in my hand.

I know that they had said his name, had said what happened, had said where he’d be, but I suddenly couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to do. I couldn’t remember the way to the hospital. I couldn’t remember the last time I hugged him. I just couldn’t. Period. But what I did know is that I had to get to him. 

Immediately.  

I ran around the house in those winter boots, with bare legs, clutching my keys so hard that they cut my palm. I held my phone to my ear, despite there being nobody on the other line anymore, and I talked aloud to the air as if the sky could answer me. 

I couldn’t feel my hands, or my feet, or my heart.

Then reality came crashing down and I went with it.

My first call hadn’t been to Avery or Seth. It hadn’t even been to Wyatt’s family. It was instinct and it was instant, and I hate that it was. 

I called Declan. 

I called Declan over and over and over again, pleading with him to answer me, screaming that word over and over again in the doorway with my head in my hands: please. 

I called until I couldn’t breathe, until my cries turned to screams, but he never answered. Not a single call. Not when I sunk to the floor against EJ’s front door, praying to a god that I haven’t believed in for years. 

I’m sure you’re wondering where Declan is. Still missing in action.

“They’re just doing their job,” EJ reminds me quietly, pulling me from that memory. It keeps popping up with a vengeance. He kisses my head again, an act of comfort for himself as much as it is for me.

I think of all the times Wy has done the same thing. 

EJ is exhausted. He hasn’t slept. Some of us can catch a few minutes of sleep here or there, but not him. Not me, either. His eyes are rimmed red, and his shirt’s all wrinkled from the long drive back. It doesn’t help that we can’t get comfortable on these waiting room seats, either. They’re not welcoming. They’re not made for waiting. It’s like the hospital would rather you leave instead.

Thankfully, they’ve given us our own little waiting room to hide in. I’m not sure why. I didn’t ask when they led us here, couldn’t really think straight at that point, but we’re alone. Just Wyatt’s family. Just the six of us, when there should be seven. Eight, really, because Wy should be here, too.

I wonder if this is the place where they keep the grievers who aren’t sure what they’re grieving yet. 

Avery has been restless, but she’s finally fallen asleep in the corner of the room. She’s buried under Seth’s coat, curled up on that tiny chair. Seth’s right beside her, eyes glued to the ceiling, fingers running through her hair absentmindedly. 

It’s strange how we all react differently in a crisis. One would expect Avery to jump into action, to try to take care of everyone, to try and fix the unfixable, but she’s gone entirely vacant. She has barely uttered a word. Barely blinked. 

Tiffany and Lauren are talking quietly amongst each other a few seats away. Lau is trying her hardest to be resilient, but I know this brought up a lot of stuff for her from her past with her brother. Tiffany is grounding her, keeping her here, in this tragic moment. Despite how bad this is, it’s better than starting up a war with the past.

EJ lets out a long sigh, rubbing a hand over his face. “I’m so mad at him.”

I swallow, nodding. “That’s okay. I am a bit, too.”

He glances down at the floor, fidgeting with the cardboard sleeve of his coffee cup. “I should have noticed. Him and I talk every second of every single day. He’s my guy.”

“I didn’t see it, either,” I admit quietly. “Not one sign.”

“Does that make us bad friends?” he asks, glancing at me. Fresh tears brim his soft blue eyes. 

“We can’t think like that, Eej. It’ll kill us.”

His eyes flutter shut, and he nods. “I’d rather it be me than him.”

“Stop,” I say, sitting up straighter. I reach for his face, forcing him to look at me. Now, I’m crying again, because I don’t want him to feel like that. I never want any of us to feel like that, but I understand. I feel the same way. It’s agonizing. “He’s going to be okay. I know it. I need you, too. We all do. Don’t talk like that. I can’t handle it right now.”

He nods against my hand. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I whisper. “We’re going to be okay. All of us.”

Even Wy.

“I have asked ten fucking times,” a booming voice explodes outside of the room. We all stiffen. “Wyatt Caulfield! Where is he? Give me a room number!”

My stomach swoops, like I’ve just hit a large dip on a dirt road, and I sailed right over it.

EJ sucks in a breath, slowly raising his head from my hand. “Lowesy.”

Seth’s already up and rushing toward the door. 

Avery gasps, jolting awake. She clutches her chest, looking around wildly for any sign of dismay.

Seth throws the door open and barges into the hallway, scanning the corridor for the last piece of us to return where he belongs. He might not belong with me, but he belongs with us. That much was never a question.

EJ stands, pulling me to my feet. 

Declan is screaming demands, going feral on any innocent nurse or doctor passing by. We can hear every syllable, every word laced with pain. My heart sinks a bit in that all-consuming, agonizing way. The panic in his voice is heartbreaking. 

But he’s here. Thank god, he’s finally here.

Despite all that has happened between us, all the pain we’ve caused each other, all of us needed to be in the same room for this. We need to brave this together. For Wyatt.

“Dec!” Seth shouts down the hallway. He raises a hand, shouting his name again. “Dec!”

EJ pulls me tightly to his side, keeps rubbing my arm.

Running footsteps echo through the hallway like shots to my heart. Declan finally reaches Seth, and he slams right into his chest. Seth goes flying backward on impact but manages to throw his arms around him just before they crash into the wall.

They hold each other for a few seconds. Eyes closed tight, faces full of pain. 

And I know that love. I know that look. The utter relief when you see your person for the first time since having your heart ripped out. When you finally get to wrap your arms around your life raft, the person that you need to survive this. It’s a twin thing. It’s how I look at Avery and how she looks at me.

Declan’s breathing heavily when he pulls away. He erratically scans the room through that small glass window in the door. Bloodshot eyes. Big, black bags, all puffy underneath. He’s wearing joggers and a tousled T-shirt, a dress coat thrown over top that’s far too lavish to match. 

He nods at something Seth says.

I get the feeling that he took the first flight he could have, and that he didn’t stop to change his clothes or pack a bag. But that wouldn’t make sense, would it? It took him nearly two days to get here.

Declan walks into the room, taking inventory of who is here. Who is still in one piece, I think. EJ unwinds his arm from my shoulders and Dec heads straight for him, pulls him into his arms without a word. Those hazel eyes are still wide, still frantic. His hands are trembling when they ball into fists in the fabric of EJ’s sweater.

“What happened?” he whispers, his voice breaking. “Where is he? What the hell happened?”

“We still don’t know much,” EJ says quietly, patting him on the back. “They won’t let us see him. They got his heart beating again, but he’s in the intensive care unit right now.”

“I don’t think they’ll tell us much more than that until his family gets here,” Seth adds. 

“We’re his family,” Declan snaps, wild eyes whirling on Seth. “I’ll pay them off. I don’t care. Point me to where his doctor is.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Seth says softly.

“A hefty donation will make it work like that,” Declan bites back.

Tiffany and Lauren haven’t moved. They’re huddled together in their seats, watching from a distance until it’s safe. Lauren is hyper-sensitive right now, and all of us understand that. The fact that she’s in a hospital at all is a big deal. Like I need Ave, and Dec needs Seth. Lauren needs Tiff.

My eyes slide to EJ. 

EJ needs Wyatt.

Declan notices Avery then, who has silently slid into the space between him and EJ. He swallows, eyes softening at that vacant look on her face. He reaches for her, his hands shaking as he does.

That does it. Avery starts to shake her head instead of speaking. Breaks into big, tormented sobs. She hugs him with vigor, clinging to his waist, and buries her face in his chest. 

Declan kisses her head, wrapping her completely in his arms. She vanishes beneath the lapels of his dress coat, her cries turning into wails. Dec’s eyes flutter shut at the pain in that sound. 

I wipe my eyes as tears fall down my cheeks.

Declan glances my way, as if he just realized that I was here. Our eyes meet over Avery’s head, and his face falls a bit. I can’t tell if it’s a softer or angrier look. But, when he unravels his arms from my best friend, I think I have my answer. 

Dec takes an unsteady step toward me, and I prepare myself to mend this wound. To forgive. 

Tears blur my vision, but I can still see his face as clear as day. I see it every time I close my eyes. I’ve missed it in between every blink.

But he doesn’t come to me. 

He doesn’t move to mend this. 

He chooses not to forgive.

Instead, he does what I usually do. He runs instead of fighting. He decides to keep the wound festering because it’s easier. Especially now. Especially when the world is crumbling to bits around us and the best heart that we know might stop beating at any moment. 

Declan changes his mind at the last possible moment, stopping right before where I stand.

I blink, stunned.

He clears his throat, turning to EJ instead. “What happened?”

He’s close enough to hug now. If I wanted to, I could just reach out and wrap myself around him. Beg him to hold me. Plead with him to keep me together in that way only he knows how to. I wonder if he’d push me away. I wonder if he’d hug me back as fiercely as I need him too. 

My fury erupts instead. 

I storm forward and roughly smack his shoulder. We’re going to keep this going even under these circumstances?

“Where were you?” I snap.

Avery ducks her head as my rage floods the room. She slides into Seth’s arms, a shield to protect herself from my terror.

Declan holds up his hands but says nothing.

I have a flashback of that night, in the middle of that snowy street. Me, pushing him away, and him raising his hands to remind me that he is unarmed.

He does nothing. He just looks at me, face full of conflicting emotions and unsaid things.

“I called you repeatedly!” I shout, my fists balling by my sides. Tears pour from my eyes, but I make no move to wipe them away. Who fucking cares? “Where were you?”

Declan’s face crumbles then, breaking in a way I’ve never seen. He looks like a little boy for a moment, like a broken kid who is so out of his element, he doesn’t stand a chance of making it out of this alive. 

He drops his hands, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”

“I needed you,” I admit in a whisper, and that’s the last straw that breaks the foundation of his facade to the ground. Declan’s shoulders fall and he starts to cry. Really cry. “We needed you, Declan. And where were you? Playing hockey?”

“That’s not fair,” Avery says. “That is not fair, Penny. Stop it.”

“I didn’t know,” he says, wiping his face with a swipe of his big palm. 

“You should have answered your phone,” I snap. 

Stop hurting him. Stop hurting him because he hurt you. Stop hurting him because you’re scared and in pain. You hurt him first. He isn’t at fault for this. He didn’t make Wyatt do anything. 

“Should I have?” he says, and he sounds defeated. “Come on, Penny. You played me like a fiddle for a year. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to answer your calls. But if I had known it was about this, I would have answered. Don’t make this about you.”

I scoff, wiping my eyes with my sleeve.

He’s right, but I can’t stop. I’m terrified and I’m losing my mind, and he’s the only person in this room who is fit to be my outlet for that right now. He didn’t answer his phone. I needed him to. I’m so unbearably mad at Wyatt, but I can’t be. I can’t be. He needs me. But Declan is here. Declan doesn’t need me, and I can’t stop.

“Then answer Seth, answer Avery, answer anyone! Wyatt is… he’s…”

I can’t finish the sentence. I suck in a gasp, placing a hand to my chest. 

He’s not. He’s not.

“That’s not his fault, Penny,” EJ says carefully.

Yeah, I know that, but I need to aim this feeling at somebody before I lose it entirely.

“I’m here for Wyatt,” Declan continues, sniffling. “You’ve fucked with my life enough. You’ve fucked with my head enough. I want to know what is happening with Wyatt and how I can help. That’s all. I don’t think we should speak unless it’s about him.”

That might be the meanest thing he’s ever said to me.

The slice of pain that it causes feels better than the agony I've been feeling for two days. I relish in it. 

“That’s enough,” Seth says, his voice is calm, but it holds a warning. 

“You chose to cut me out,” Declan says. He shrugs like we’re not in a hospital waiting to find out the fate of our best friend. “I’m out. You couldn’t have expected me to answer your call, Penny. I got here as soon as I could.”

“Yeah, fresh off the ice, right? Can’t forget about the cup,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. 

He doesn’t deserve this. I just can’t stop the words before they’re out. I need to get this evil, burning feeling out of me. I’m so angry. I’m scared to death. I need somebody to recognize how badly I’m destructing because I can’t say it out loud. I need to keep everyone together. 

Someone see that. Please.

“Oh, fuck off!” he explodes, and I jump. “I love him, too! I am fucking terrified right now. I don’t need your shit on top of this!”

He screams so loud that a nurse passing by pops into the room with wide, worried eyes. We’re face to face, both full-on crying, red cheeked and furious. She does a cursory look over the room, everyone on edge, nobody speaking.

EJ tries to pull Declan back by his collarbone. Away from me.

“Excuse me?” the nurse says, edge in her voice. Declan and I continue to stare at each other, our chests rising and falling with each heavy breath. “Quiet down, please. This is a hospital. Lower your voices or you’ll be asked to leave.”

“We’re sorry, ma’am,” EJ says hurriedly, flashing her a sweet smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “It’s under control.”

She shoots Declan and I a look before she nods, vanishing from the room.

“Both of you sit down,” EJ snaps, glaring between us. He shoves Declan toward the chairs. “Now is not the time or place. Shut up and sit, and don’t even fucking look at each other.” 

Declan gives in first, letting out a frustrated breath before he falls into the chair that I was just sitting in. He buries his face in his hands, leaning forward at the waist, and he cries.

EJ shoots me a look of warning.

Message received. I have to stop making this worse. I’m getting off track, and he’s right. It’s not the time or place. There is no need for cheap shots when there is a bigger problem ahead of us. I can’t keep swinging at Dec. If I do, he’ll only stop hitting back when I’m bleeding out in this waiting room. 

I sigh, running my hand through my hair. It hurts too much to watch Declan fall apart and not be able to comfort him. I want to put my head on his shoulder. I want to breathe him in and hold him as close as I can. I know I sound crazy. I was just attacking him, aiming for his throat and he was cutting me down at the knees. But even after screaming at each other, I’m so relieved he’s here.

“I’m going to take a walk,” I announce. 

Some distance between us will be good. 

“Yeah, that’s probably for the best,” EJ says quietly. 

I meet Seth’s eyes and nod toward Declan, begging him to comfort him since I can’t be the one to do it. He needs him. Nobody gets Dec like Seth does. 

Seth understands right away. He dips his chin, his hand grazing Avery’s back.

I grab my latte from the chair next to Dec and see myself out of the waiting room. I don’t know how that turned into a fight so quickly, but I know that my heart is still broken, and lashing out did not make me feel any better. 

No, I feel worse.

I wasn’t being fair. I need to start being fair to him. I know why he didn’t answer my calls. We all do. I can’t punish him for that when I was the cause of it. I can’t pretend that I’m shocked by it just because I need to scream at someone. He didn’t know. If I had been in my right mind and texted him to tell him what happened, maybe he would have called me back.

I only make it past a few, quiet doorways before a woman in a lab coat is rushing around the big desk in the center of the room, calling my name in a loud whisper.

“Ms. Sweeten!”

I whirl around, my heart instantly picking up pace when I recognize the doctor. 

Wyatt’s doctor.

“Yes?”

She smiles gently as she slows. “Any word on Mr. Caulfield’s family?”

“They land in a few hours.”

“Good,” she says with a nod. She tucks her clipboard under her arm. “I have some good news for you.”

My heart stills at once.

Please. 

Please. 

Whatever god exists out there, whatever power in whichever universe, please tell me that Wyatt is okay. That’s all I want to hear. He’s going to be okay. Forever. Not that it’s touch and go, but looking good. I need to hear that his heart is beating, his eyes are open, and that smile is on his face again.

“You do?” My throat is suddenly very dry. It comes out as barely a whisper.

She nods. “I just had to wait for him to verbalize it, but Mr. Caulfield’s awake. I’ve told him all about how you and your friends have been here every day, waiting for him to wake up. The first thing he asked for was for you guys to visit.”

Relief is a powerful drug. My coffee almost falls from my hand, but this sweet angel of a doctor catches it before it does and places it on the desk beside us.

I reach forward without thinking, latching onto her forearms. I’m desperate for more information, convinced that I’m hallucinating. He’s awake? She said that, right? You heard her, too? My brain is short circuiting. I can’t formulate a thought that makes any sense. All I know is my heart is aching and it’s finally in a good way, a hopeful way.

Wyatt.

The doctor is a patient woman. She just places her hand on my elbow, keeping me upright. 

“Keep in mind, he’s a little bit out of it. He’s been through a lot, but if you have any questions, I’ll be by in a little bit to check on him. Keep his spirits up, if you can. He’s in room 302 and he’s expecting you.”

I dig my fingers into her skin without thinking. Mostly, it’s to keep myself standing because it feels like the floor just fell from underneath my feet. Relief explodes through my body. He’s okay. Wyatt is okay.

The lovely doctor gently pulls me toward her. She hugs me. This doctor holds me as I absorb the news and start to cry in her arms.

“Thank you so much,” I whisper. He’s alive. He’s breathing, and he can talk, and he told her that he wants to see us. “Oh my god, I think I’m going to pass out.”

She gently pats my back. “Should I grab a chair? I can get you some water.” 

She means it. She’d sit here with me until I calmed down, but no. No, I have somewhere to be. Somewhere important.

“No. I’m okay. Thank you so much, Dr. Roberts.”

“You’re very welcome. He needs to feel the love from you guys right now, alright? The rest of it doesn’t matter at the moment.”

Nothing matters but seeing him and telling him I love him. That’s all I care about. I was so scared that I wasn’t going to be able to say that to him again.

“Yeah,” I say frantically, wiping my face. I pull away, letting her go despite feeling like I need to hug her four hundred more times. “We can go and see him? Right now?”

“Right now.”

“Thank you,” I say again, my voice breaking. “302?”

She smiles, dipping her chin. “302.”

I practically sprint right back to the waiting room. I forget about my coffee. I forget about the fight. I forget about everything besides the words the doctor just said and the fact that Wyatt used his voice to tell her that he needs us. I almost slide right past the doorway, but I quickly right myself, and I burst into the waiting room, gasping for breath. 

I crash right into Declan, who must have been just about to leave the room.

He stops me by placing his hands on my shoulders, preventing me from slamming into him at full speed. It takes one second for him to realize that I’m hyperventilating and then his grip tightens on my skin.

Sensing my panic, everyone is up and out of their seats. They push in, hovering around me, frantically studying my face to try and determine the news before I say it.

It’s a nervous energy, the kind you hold your breath for. It’s that pause before the world goes to hell. But it’s not. Not this time. They need to know it’s not. I need to tell them.

I can’t speak. I’m shaking my head, the blood leaving my face the longer I fight to suck in a full breath. Get it together, Penny. You have to tell them it’s okay. You have to tell them he’s okay. 

I cling to Declan’s forearms, eyes wide as I look around the room at each of them.

“Penny, what happened?” Seth asks urgently, pushing forward.

I shake my head again. Oh god, I’m going to pass out. I’m really and truly going to pass out this time.

“Penny!” EJ says, voice desperate.

I open my mouth, and nothing comes out but a sob.

Warm hands cup my face. Rough, but comforting and familiar. Declan ducks his head to force my gaze back to him. Calm and patient. He brushes his thumbs against my cheek.

I blink, focusing on him.

He grounds me with just one look.

“Breathe, Lucky,” he whispers, and mimics taking a breath. I copy him, nodding. “That’s it. Just like that. Again.”

I do it again, the tears still flowing uncontrollably.

“Good. What happened?” he asks, searching my eyes. “You’re scaring us.”

EJ looks like he’s going to break down. He’s white as a ghost, hovering over Declan’s shoulder, eyes full of panic.

I choke out a breath, still staring directly into Declan’s eyes. 

I can do this. 

Breathe in through the nose, and out through the mouth. 

Dec takes another deep breath and I mimic it.

I can do this.

“He’s awake.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
declan


I don’t know when things shifted. Maybe when she was hyperventilating and I mentally convinced myself that Wyatt was dead, but I held her and she calmed down, and I just wanted to lean down and kiss her. I wanted to hold her. I’m stupid and never learn my lesson, so I keep my hand on her back until we reach Wyatt’s room.

Our closeness doesn’t last long. She’s out of my reach the second we round the curtain and see him lying there, all tied up to machines. But those brown eyes find us, and he manages to crack a smile. 

My heart breaks in a way that I've never known possible. 

Ever seen your friend tied up to a bunch of machines in a hospital? Ever seen him smile at you after learning that he was sad enough to feel like he’d rather not be alive anymore? It’s a perplexing feeling.

Penny flies across the room. She throws herself into the chair next to him, pulling him into her arms. Wyatt weakly winds his arms around her, lowering his head to her collarbone. Like a boy would his mom. Like that little spot between her shoulder and her neck has been his safe space for years. 

Penny kisses his head repeatedly, and with each shaky breath that leaves her, Wyatt slowly starts to lose his composure. That smile on his face trembles until he breaks. He starts to sob the same two words over and over. 

“I’m sorry.”

I turn abruptly, facing the wall, and bring my hand to my face to try and smother the emotional tidal wave that smacks into me. The tears start the second he can’t see my face, and I can’t grab the reins on them now that they have. As much as I want to stop for his benefit, seeing him in one piece has the reverse effect than I thought it would. My worry dissipates into a relief so powerful that it overwhelms me. 

I shut my eyes like it’ll stop me from hearing him beg for forgiveness repeatedly when he hasn’t done a single thing wrong. 

A hand slides through mine. Fingers squeezing once, twice, and a third time. I meet Avery’s dark eyes. She smiles a tender, broken smile and leans forward to snuggle against my arm. 

It’s all going to be okay now.

EJ stands at the foot of Wyatt’s bed, hands braced on the footboard. His head hangs low as Wyatt’s voice breaks through the tense silence in the room. It’s those same words, over and over. A knife in our chests, being sliced through our skin in a loop.

Nobody seems to know what to do or say to make this better for him.

Tiffany moves in from the doorway and goes straight to EJ’s side. He’s struggling to take a full breath now, shoulders trembling, and despite none of us knowing what to do to make everything okay again—we do know friendship. 

Tiffany places her hand on EJ’s lower back, just a gentle touch. The gesture gives Lauren a gust of bravery. She finally pulls herself around the small curtain and finds the courage to face another hospital bed with another person she loves in it. She flanks EJ’s other side and rests her hand on top of his. Her thumb brushes his knuckles.  

Wyatt is still groaning that he’s sorry.

And I can’t fucking do this.

Seth is rigid by Wyatt’s bedside. With his arms crossed in front of his chest, he watches Penny comfort Wyatt. He’s a ticking time bomb, which might throw you off since he’s the tame one in our crew. The level-headed one. But Seth doesn’t handle emotional stress well. It’s why he rarely fights with anyone, including Avery. He just can’t do it.

Sometimes, after worry seeps away, when you’re certain that the person you care about is okay, worry can quickly turn to anger. An outlet more than a genuine feeling, really.

That change is brewing in Seth’s eyes, and I am not sure any of us can afford that right now. 

“Shh,” Penny whispers, stroking Wyatt’s hair. “We love you. We love you so much, Wy. We’re here.”

My heart seizes to the point of pain. 

I squeeze Avery’s hand to try and ground myself and she nods against my arm to show that she understands. 

It’s hard to watch. 

I don’t like seeing Wyatt like this. Knowing what he did, what he must have been feeling to do what he did. I can’t explain that grief as a friend. But watching Penny console him, watching her calm him down in seconds, it’s no wonder why I fell in love with her.

She cups his face, wiping his tears with her thumbs. She doesn’t bother with her own, she just smiles at him. It’s all warmth and all pain. 

“You’re okay.”

He shakes his head in her grip. “I’m so sorry.”

“Stop,” she whispers, leaning down to kiss his cheek. “It’s okay. We’re here now. You’re not alone.”

A deep, horrible sob explodes from EJ. 

Seth tenses up, ripped from his stoic trance. His shoulders jump to his ears.

Wyatt turns his head in Penny’s hands, and Penny slowly drops them from his face. Those dark brown eyes that we all love scan the room, as if now only realizing that the rest of us are here.

He looks to the end of his bed. To his boy, since day one. His mouth tips up into a sad smile, like he wants to make a joke about this just to make EJ laugh.

We’re all family, but that’s Wyatt’s number one at the end of that bed. EJ and Wyatt are like Seth and I; their relationship is just a bit different than their relationships with the rest of us.

Wyatt reaches over his bedsheets and outstretches his hand toward EJ as far as he can. 

Tiffany crumbles then, winding her arms around EJ’s middle and burying her face in the back of his shirt. 

EJ nearly lunges across the bed to take that hand.

“What the fuck were you thinking, Wy?” Seth finally asks. It doesn’t sound angry, just defeated, and it’s the wrong question, but one we’re all thinking.

“Seth,” Avery hisses.

Wyatt’s gaze flickers to him. He’s still completely intertwined with both Penny and EJ, but he does not shy away from the question.

“I just wanted to stop thinking,” he admits in a whisper. 

Seth swallows. He didn’t like that response. Not sure what he was expecting, but he’s asking questions that don’t have a black and white answer. 

Wyatt tries to smile again, but it’s futile. 

Seth shakes his head and barrels forward. He collapses on the side of the bed, reaching for Wyatt’s shoulders. It’s a hesitant touch at first, as if he needs to confirm that Wyatt is actually here, that he’s still breathing. Then, he’s yanking Wyatt to his chest. 

Wyatt lets out a pained chuckle. He gently pats Seth’s back with the hand that EJ isn’t holding and lets Penny find her seat beside the bed again.

Yeah, this is real. We didn’t lose him. 

Seth starts to cry. These big, heavy sobs. Sobs of relief, I think. Relief and confusion. 

And it kills me. 

I love my friends. I pride myself on knowing them inside and out, like a brother would. I missed this. I missed one of the most important things that I could have. One of the things that I always swore was unmissable. Wyatt was sad. He was hurting, and I missed it. 

I let go of Avery’s hand and join the boys. They need me as much as I need them right now, and I’ll be damned if I waste another second of this fragile moment avoiding Wyatt rather than reminding him how much I love him. 

I place my hand on the back of Wyatt’s head, swallowing the lump in my throat. He’s trembling. Violent, terrified shakes. Seth’s clinging to him for dear life, those cries still pouring from his chest. I rest my other hand in the middle of Seth’s back. 

And then EJ saddles up to my side, completing our circle, not daring to let go of Wyatt’s warm palm. 

I wish I could fix this. I wish there was a magic button to undo it. I wish that I had become a doctor rather than an athlete. I’d trade it all to heal Wyatt’s heart and his mind, to make him feel better. I’d give up every dollar and every ounce of fame to make him happy. It kills me that he isn’t, that he hasn’t been.

I kiss the top of Wyatt’s head. The silence is heavy, loaded, and riddled with pain. We cry. We cling to each other, wondering how the hell we got here. Things were much easier when we were twenty, reckless, and selfish. Life got hard at some point. For all of us. I just don’t know when.

I look across the bed to where Penny sits, tear-filled eyes glued to mine. 

She doesn’t look away. She says nothing. Unsaid things seep into the silence. Her lips pull back into the saddest smile I’ve ever seen, and then she does the last thing that I expect her to do.

She reaches for me.

She watches me carefully, petrified on how I’ll take this gesture. 

I reach back, over Wyatt’s head, and take her fingers in mine. We squeeze each other’s hand for a few seconds, not forgiving each other, but knowing that this, right here, means more than anything else. 

It means everything.

If she keeps reaching for me, I’ll keep reaching back. 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
declan


There are enough chairs in here for all of us to keep Wyatt company, so that’s exactly what we do. He’s tired. That much is obvious. He keeps dozing off, letting out these long, exhausted breaths. I don’t think any of us are going to want to be too far from him for the next little while, sleeping or not.

EJ turns the TV on, and Wyatt tries to rest, but he doesn’t seem to want to endure the silence. He talks with us every now and again, forcing conversations about things that don’t seem to matter much anymore.

There’s an enormous elephant in the room. All of us can feel it. It’s sitting on top of us, suffocating each of us individually. We’re scared. We want to make sure he’s okay. None of us want to talk about work or the weather, but we don’t necessarily want to talk about the elephant either.

Why, Wyatt? 

At some point, Wyatt shuffles over in bed and pats the empty spot beside him. He motions for Penny to crawl in next to him, and she does so without question, kicking off her shoes and climbing right into his arms like she’s supposed to be there. 

It works. The way he instantly relaxes proves that having her there is exactly what he needs. He wraps his arm around her shoulders, holding her close. Presses his lips to her head the way he always does.

I stare at the TV, swallowing heavily. If she’s who he needs right now, that’s okay. She’s the best person for the job. 

“I’m sorry that you took that call.”

Tiffany and Lauren’s quiet conversation tapers off with those words. 

I dig my nails into my palm. Fuck, this hurts. 

“Don’t you dare apologize for that,” she snaps.

“I mean it,” he says. “I can’t believe I put you through that.”

We’re all trying not to listen. I’m staring at the episode of Deal or No Deal like it’s the most interesting thing on the planet, trying not to react to what feels like a private moment. 

“I’d do it again for you,” she tells him quietly. “Always. But please, don’t make me.”

There’s a long pause, and nobody speaks for a moment. 

Minutes pass, and still, the silence stretches on. I focus back on the woman who just lost seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars. 

“Penny,” Wyatt mutters after some time. His voice catches. “I⁠—”

By the tone of his voice, he’s about to tell her something big—maybe that he loves her, maybe that he’s tried this before but wound up waking up instead. Whatever it is, he’s about to drop something that’s going to change everything, and I don’t know if I can survive another moment where the world shifts.

I tense, feeling EJ go utterly still beside me in his chair.

Wyatt sucks in a big breath.

“Fuck. I... I’m gay.” It’s barely a whisper, but it seeps into my ears and etches itself right on my heart. He lets out a big breath, nodding to himself. “Yeah. Fuck. Wow, I said it.”

Time stops. 

That’s not what I was expecting him to say. It hadn’t been a possibility in the list of reasons he’d done this in my head. 

My gaze snaps to him, my body rigid and heart shattering in my chest. There is nothing wrong about what he just said. Absolutely nothing. The only bad thing about it is that he didn’t want to live anymore because of it. 

The instinct to shove myself beside him on that bed is way more overpowering than I expected.

But Penny… oh, Lucky. She’s got it handled. She holds his face in the palm of her hand so gently. Her thumb brushes his cheek, a proud smile growing on her lips as tears pour down Wyatt’s face. 

He could have just told her the weather. That’s how little she reacted to that statement. Those beautiful eyes are flooded with tears, and they drip through her lashes with each blink, but she does not waver. She is immovable in this storm, an anchor for him. Always has been.

“Okay,” she whispers, pressing her forehead against his. “Okay.”

I swallow. Wyatt being gay changes nothing, but it clearly felt like the end of the world for him to admit to us. That’s what I don’t like. 

My immediate reaction is shock. I hadn’t expected it. In the long run, it doesn’t matter. It’s not my business. If he didn’t want to tell me, he didn’t have to. I just wish one of my best friends felt comfortable enough to be his authentic self with me. It scares me that he didn’t feel safe enough to be Wyatt.

What am I doing wrong? What are we doing wrong?

So many questions swirl around my mind, but not Penny. It was just a fact that Wyatt admitted, and she accepted it. No reaction in the slightest. No need to dwell on it at all. 

We should all be like Penelope Anne Sweeten. Every last one of us.

Wyatt is shaking between her palms. He nods to himself, eyes screwed shut.

He knows we’re all here. He knows that he just told all of us that truth. It was simply easier for him to say it to her directly. The alternative was too hard.

EJ wipes his tears with the back of his sleeve. Clearing his throat, he reaches forward and places his hand on the blanket covering Wyatt’s leg. Doesn’t say a word, he just sits there. He makes it known that he is there. 

“That changes nothing, Wyatt,” I say quietly from the foot of the bed, tugging my hat down lower on my head. “Nothing at all.”

Wyatt nods again. Still won’t open his eyes unless it’s to look at her. 

Penny wipes his cheeks gently with the pads of her fingers. 

“We love you,” Seth adds, his voice breaking. “So much, brother.”

“I’m so sorry,” Wyatt whispers again.

“You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for,” Avery says. She made her way over to her twin at some point. She has her hand on Penny’s shoulder, supporting her while she exudes all the strength she has left to keep Wyatt upright. “We’re here for you, okay?”

“I don’t think I can tell my dad,” he cries.

“You don’t have to,” Tiffany says quickly and that’s Lauren’s breaking point. She gets up quietly and leaves the room. “One step at a time, Wy. One day at a time.”

“They’re going to admit me.”

“They’ll help you get better,” Penny says softly.

She’s trying to stay strong for him, but her shoulders are slumping with each passing second. The weight of this is too much. She’s going to break eventually. I’m not sure when, but she can’t carry this alone.

I don’t care who is surrounding us or what they’ll think. I move to take the seat that Avery abandoned, right beside the bed. I lower myself into the vacant chair and as Wyatt’s choked cries flood through the room, I reach forward and place my hand on Penny’s thigh.

I’m here. Even if you don’t want me to be. You have me and Avery ready to catch you when that weight gets to be too much.

Avery’s eyes track the movement. I ignore her, but I see the small smile that tugs at her lips from the corner of my eye. I see the relief in her tears. 

She thinks the world is righting itself. 

It isn’t. 

I’m not sure how anyone could think that when Wyatt is in a hospital bed, falling apart, and we’re trying our hardest to keep ourselves together for him. 

I want Penny to be okay. That isn’t a question—never has been. That doesn’t mean that the rest of it goes away. I need Wyatt to be standing at the end of this, but that doesn’t mean that we let Penny take this burden on her own. 

I need her standing, too. 


CHAPTER FIFTY
penny


“You need to go home and shower,” Wyatt murmurs, dropping a card onto the bed. “You stink.”

I shoot him a look, handing over my seven. “I will when your parents come back.”

He rolls his eyes but smiles a bit anyway. “I don’t know how you convinced them to go and get some sleep but thank you. They were suffocating me.”

“They’re worried about you,” I remind him gently. “Can you go?”

He shakes his head, so I put down another card. 

“I know,” he mutters.

“Hey,” I whisper, reaching over to take his hand in mine. I squeeze. Three times. “We’re here to support you, not judge what you did. All of us know that it’s more complicated than you just making a decision, Wy. Even if not all of us get it.”

His dad. I’m talking about his dad. 

When his family had first walked in, his mother had nearly collapsed with relief seeing her baby boy breathing and alive, but his dad... I watched him carefully, convinced that he was going to smack his own son. He didn’t. He just stood off to the side and watched while his mother and sister clung to him as if they wanted to permanently become attached.

I have developed an understanding of the type of man Mr. Caulfield is over the last day. I don’t think he’s a bad man, and I don’t think he is a bad father, but I think he has an old-school type of mindset. You don’t take your own life because you're sad. You man-up. Feelings? Bury them.

It’s not hard to see why Wyatt doesn’t want to tell him who he is, or how what he was wrestling with made him think that there was no way out. I don’t think Mr. Caulfield would understand.

Let me be fucking clear. Right here, right now: there is nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing wrong with Wyatt Caulfield and who he’s loved and will love in his lifetime. 

“I don’t want to be medicated for the rest of my life, Pen.”

Yeah, his depression is the part that scares me too, because I know what it made him do. 

I brush my thumb against his wrist, dropping my cards to the blankets. 

“We don’t know what the future looks like. The most important thing is that you’re here for it. You’ll work with the doctors to formulate a plan that helps you.”

“I think I need therapy, too.”

My eyes water as he fiddles with his cards. My heart does a little leap of joy. That statement is a good sign, right? It’s an indication that he wants to get better. 

“I think that’s a good idea,” I whisper. 

Those coffee-coloured eyes flicker up to mine, throat bobbing. “I spent so much time trying to be somebody else that I don’t really know how to be myself anymore.”

My heart aches as I study his handsome face. I know our circumstances are entirely different, but I’ve lost myself before, too. “It’s never too late for that.”

He dips his chin but can’t seem to hold my gaze. “Did you suspect it?”

I angle my head. “Suspect what?”

That he was gay? That he was depressed? I’m not sure what he wants to know. Either way, the answer is no. I overlooked everything and assumed the things he was showing me were the truth. He’s one of my closest friends. I have never suspected that he’s been hiding things from me with a charming smile and the biggest, warmest hugs.

“That there was something going on with me?”

“I had no indication that you weren’t okay,” I admit quietly, feeling that familiar weight in my chest. “That scares me. I should have been more perceptive.”

“No,” he said, clearing his throat. “No, I got way too good at hiding it. That’s the thing. There wasn’t anything you could have done to change what happened. None of you could have known.”

I reach forward again, snatching his hand in mine.

“You scared the hell out of me. Please… please never do that again. Come to us. To me. Talk to someone if it ever gets that dark again.”

He smiles tightly, unable to meet my eyes. He stares at our hands, squeezing mine. “Love you, too, P.”

“Playing cards without us?” EJ gasps, rounding the corner.

Wyatt quickly wipes his eyes. 

I straighten, glancing over my shoulder to the two familiar faces who just entered the room. One that I want to see, and the other that still hurts me to look at.

Declan flashes Wyatt a cheeky smile, trying to lift his spirits, and then his eyes drift to me. He nods, outstretching his hand. It’s the second time he’s reached for me in the past few days, and it feels just as painful as the first. 

He passes me a hazelnut latte as EJ hands Wyatt a dark roast.

“We figured you’d still be here,” he says gently. “Extra cinnamon.”

Something swirls in my stomach. I push it deep, deep back down.

“Thank you,” I say. I try to search his eyes for an answer to a question I haven’t asked.

He smiles softly at me, seeing past my armour and to my beaten and battered soul. After a moment, he looks away, back to Wyatt. 

“Looks like you have time to go home and shower now,” Wyatt points out. “My parents might not be here for a while, but my babysitters are. You have no more excuses.”

“She smells that bad, huh?” EJ grins, falling into the seat beside Wyatt’s bedside, he kicks his feet up on the foot of the bed.

“Terrible,” Wyatt grunts, jokingly. 

“I apologize that I don’t want you to have to play cards alone,” I scoff, but I move to stand. He’s right. I haven’t been home in far too long, I need to go and shower, change my clothes, and just… breathe for a minute.

“Penny,” Wyatt says. I turn to him, pausing when I see the serious look on his face. “Get some rest. Don’t come running back here. I’ll be fine. You need to take care of yourself, too.”

My throat bobs, and I feel EJ and Declan’s weighted stares. “I’ll be back.”

“Take the rest of the night off,” Wyatt says. His voice softens. “Please.”

“The doctor said he won’t be admitted into the other unit until tomorrow afternoon,” EJ reminds me. 

It’s funny, he can’t acknowledge that Wyatt will be going to a mental health ward. We won’t be able to contact him for about a week, if not longer. 

EJ can’t seem to say those words.

“If you guys want boy time, you can just say that.” I roll my eyes, trying to add some humor into this conversation. 

Wyatt is scared for tomorrow. I don’t want him to think it’s a big deal. I mean, it is a huge deal, but it’s a good thing. They’re going to help him in a way that we can’t.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Wyatt tells me, reaching for my hand. He squeezes my fingers. “You’re one of the greatest people in my life, Sweeten. I mean that.”

I swallow, my eyes burning. I squeeze his fingers back. “You text me if you need anything, alright?”

He flashes a toothy, crooked smile. He looks more like Wyatt than he has in the last few days. “I will.”

“No parole,” I remind him.

He rolls his eyes. There is that grin. “No parole.”

He’s not going to text me. Not even if he wants to. He’s going to make sure I have some time to wind down and rest. I’ll give that to him, if that’s what he wants, but I will be back bright and early with bells on and there’s nothing he can do about it.

“See you later, P,” EJ says with a wave as I round the bed.

I smile at both him and Declan, because why not?

“Thanks for the coffee. Take care of him, alright? Wipe his ass for him if he asks you too.”

Declan lets out a deep chuckle, shaking his head.

“With a smile on my face,” EJ announces proudly, earning a deep, bellowing laugh from the guy in the bed.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
penny


I’m wrapped in a blanket on the couch when EJ finally walks in. It’s nearing nine in the evening. He drops his keys on the table by the door and tiptoes into the living room, scanning the house for me until he finds me on the couch.

He smiles in greeting when he sees me awake, lifting bags of take-out.

I rub the sleep from my eyes and lift my hand in a wave.

“I got food delivered to the hospital. Figured you’d be too tired to cook. I got you some nachos, but Dec made me doubt that decision, so I got chicken fingers too.”

I smile sleepily, pushing myself into a sitting position. “Have I ever told you that you’re my favourite?”

EJ lowers the bags, shooting me a bored look. 

“Avery is your other half, Wyatt currently has priority, and you’re in love with Declan. I am pretty sure me and Seth are tied for dead last. Maybe we’re above Tiff and Lau, but I wouldn’t put money on it. Sisterhood and all that.”

It’s a joke, but I just stare at him. I can’t find any of that funny right now. 

He pauses, wincing at himself. “Sorry. That sounded funnier in my head.”

I sigh, falling against the cushions. “How is he?”

“Good. He seems to be in good spirits,” he says, heading into the kitchen and grabbing a plate. He starts to unpack my food and puts it in the microwave. “Have you noticed that he gets kind of quiet when his dad comes in? I think Lily is getting concerned.”

I have noticed that. “He’ll tell her.”

EJ leans against the counter while he waits for the microwave to beep. I can feel his eyes on my face. “Did he think we’d care? We wouldn’t turn our backs on him because of that.”

I let out a long breath. “I don’t think it was about us, Eej. I think this was something he was wrestling with himself.”

“Yeah, well, it fucking kills me,” he mutters. 

The wound in my heart burns deeply.

“Yeah, me too.” 

It does. It hurts. I never want any of my friends to feel like they aren’t worthy. Of anything. Love, happiness, acceptance. More importantly, I always want them to know that they’re loved. I thought we understood that in our crew. This is a family. It’s eternal. We help each other through every war that any one of us has to fight. Wyatt lost that faith at some point, and that’s devastating.

The microwave beeps and EJ rummages around in the kitchen. He treads into the living room, dropping onto the cushion beside me and hands me the plate, adorned with a big glob of plum sauce that he knows I need with my chicken fingers. 

“Thank you, roomie,” I muse, nudging his shoulder with my own.

EJ flashes me a wink, turning toward the TV.

We sit in silence while I eat. It’s nice. My head is finally quieting, my thoughts no longer screaming in my ears to the point where I feel off kilter. That urge to cry is still there. It’s heavy. I can’t shake the painful sadness that has etched itself into my being, but I can take a breath now. A clean one.

The second I’m done eating; I bring my plate to the sink. When I turn to head back to the couch to finish the episode, I nearly walk into a six-foot-three slab of concrete. 

EJ is standing directly behind me like a lurking Edward Cullen.

I startle, jumping back and slamming into the counter.

He barks out a laugh but opens his arms.

“What is wrong with you?” I ask, my heart still spasming in my chest.

He shrugs a shoulder, that charming smile on his mouth. “Kind of realizing that I should check on my friends more. You’ve been practically living at the hospital. I just want to make sure you’re okay, too.”

I press my lips together, feeling a knot of emotion in my throat. No, I’m not okay. I haven’t felt okay in a very long time. I’m drowning again, and this time, I’m not sure if there’s a surface.

“EJ,” I whisper, shaking my head.

“You’ve been keeping us all together over the last few days. I’ll keep you in one piece, alright? Come here.”

I sigh and reluctantly walk into his arms. I wind my hands around his waist, locking my fingers together behind him. He squishes me to his chest and holds me there.

“We’re lucky to have you, P.”

“Stop,” I grumble, clearing my throat. “I’m lucky to have you.”

“We’re lucky we have each other. That’s the best part about the crew. No matter what, we show up for one another. We’ve got to check on each other more, alright?”

I shut my eyes, burrowing deeper into his chest and managing a nod. “I love you.”

“I know. I love you, too.”

“Want to come to the hospital with me in the morning?”

“Duh. We’ll get coffee on the way.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
declan


The doors close behind Wyatt and the hallway is eerily still. We watch him through the glass windows as he follows the nurse, getting further and further away. He doesn’t look back. Not once. I can’t figure out if that’s for our benefit or his own.

He’ll be in there for a few days, maybe a few weeks, taking his first steps toward getting better. It’s the best place for him to be, but it hurts to watch him go. None of us want him to be alone. None of us want him out of sight.

His mother wipes her eyes, her arms around Lily, who is smiling through her own tears. As he has been since he arrived, Wyatt’s father is stoic, staring at the back of his son’s head. He says nothing. He does nothing.

Prick.

I glance beside me and my heart plummets.

Penny is hysterical. 

It’s those silent, all-encompassing tears that make your brain shut down and make it impossible to breathe. She has a hand collapsed over her mouth, watching Wyatt disappear around a corner, shaking in a way that makes me think about the night she got that call, even though I wasn’t here to see it. 

Fuck it. I don’t care about where we stand. 

I turn to her, ready to pull her into my chest and say fuck this whole thing between us, but I’m half a second too late.

EJ winds his hand around the back of her head, a gentle smile on his mouth. He smacks his gum, looking at her with a soft understanding. A loud sob finally erupts from her chest, and he lets out a deep breath. He pulls her into his arms the moment she opens herself up to the rest of us and shows the room her pain.

My eyes shut at the sound. It’s haunting and it’s familiar. It’s how I feel. It’s the sound in my head, twenty-four seven. It’s raw, and daunting, and she’s been holding that shit in for days.

Avery is suddenly right beside her, surprisingly composed. She places her hand on the small of Penny’s back, leaning in between EJ’s arms to rest her chin on the inside of his elbow. She peers at Penny through that space.

“It’s uphill from here,” she says quietly. “This is the first day where he starts to get better.”

Penny nods frantically, but she can’t console herself. I think I understand. She’s kept it together for all of us, including Wyatt and his family. Now that he’s out of earshot, and she has to let him go, she can finally let herself feel it. 

Unfortunately, that means she has to feel all of it.

Seth runs a hand over his face, his eyes meeting mine. He slowly walks forward, smacking me on the back when he reaches my side.

“Are you out of here today, buddy?” 

“Yeah, I’ve got to get back. You’ll update me? I’ll come back when he’s out.”

I don’t want to go. Nothing could have kept me from Wyatt those first few days. I would have hung up my skates and walked away without a single regret. But he is getting help now. I need to go where I’m needed. I’ll die sitting around here waiting for word.

“Of course I will,” Seth says with a nod. 

“I have to leave in the morning, too,” EJ says, still stroking the hair that I want to run my fingers through. Still comforting the girl that belongs in my arms. “I left the reception office’s number with Penny. If anything happens while I’m down there, that’s how to reach me.”

“Got it,” Seth says.

“I don’t want you guys to go,” Avery admits quietly. She looks me in the eyes directly. “We should be together right now.”

I hear the implication. Penny and I should be focusing on fixing this. This whole thing just proved that life is too short, and yet here we are, dancing around each other without really acknowledging the problem. 

I feel a ghost of a touch on my arm. 

Tiffany squeezes my forearm, a soft smile on her mouth. She leans into me a bit. 

“Don’t give up on her,” she whispers, loud enough so only Lau and I can hear her. “Okay?”

I blink, taken aback. But as soon as those words leave her mouth, she’s walking away. She shuffles up to Penny and wraps herself around her from behind, squishing her between herself and EJ.

“I wish we could stay, Ave,” EJ says, reaching over Penny to pet Tiffany’s head.

Penny finally starts to calm. Her breaths come out in soft hiccups.

Mrs. Caulfield steps forward. Her eyes are locked on Penny, like she’s the target and Mrs. Caulfield is aiming for the bullseye.

EJ takes notice the second that I do. He stiffens, tapping Penny on the back. She turns in his arms, hurriedly wiping her tears so that she can face Wyatt’s mother. 

Tiffany does not move an inch. She winds her arm around Penny’s back and stays there, eyes locked on Wyatt’s family.

I’m not sure what I see in her eyes, but there’s a detachment there. A warning, maybe. I think back to the way people treated Lauren after what happened with her brother. I wonder what Tiff is seeing as the small woman with shaking hands steps towards the most vulnerable of us.

“I just wanted to thank you all. Wyatt stayed in this city because of you. I can see that you care about him just as much as we do, and I’ll never be able to repay you for that.” She reaches into the small purse on her arm and pulls out a piece of paper. Her hands tremble as she passes it to Penny. “This was addressed to all of you. It’s what he left. Do what you want with it. We haven’t opened it. It just didn’t seem right to not pass it along.”

Penny stares at the paper with wide eyes, horror written on her face. 

There are words written in bold, black letters across the envelope: 

TAKE CARE OF EACH OTHER.

“Is that…?” she chokes out.

Mrs. Caulfield nods solemnly. “Ours was difficult to read, but it put a lot of things into perspective. You don’t have to read it. You can wait to see if he’d want you to. But it might help you better understand. I didn’t want to bring it up in front of him when he’s so fragile right now.”

Penny shakes her head. In one, brunt movement, she pushes Wyatt’s mother’s hands away from her, almost smacking the letter right out of her hands. Her face drains of all colour. 

Shit, she’s spiraling. 

I step forward to intercept, especially after the look of pain that flashes across Wyatt’s mother’s face.

“Penny,” Avery says gently, reaching her before I do. She scoops Penny up in her arms, pulling her away.

It wasn’t an attack, but Wyatt’s mother might has well have been pointing a loaded gun right at Penny’s head.

I take the paper from Mrs. Caulfield with a gentle, pained smile. I place my hand on her shoulder, forcing her eyes to mine. 

“She’s the one who got the call. She’s… we’re all still a bit devastated. Thank you for this. She didn’t mean anything by it, she just… I don’t think she was ready for that.”

“I understand,” Mrs. Caulfield whispers, nodding slowly. Her brown eyes meet mine. “I thought I knew my son. I realized after reading our letter that he had only given me pieces of him. I find peace in knowing him a bit better now.”

“He’s still here!” Penny erupts, her voice splitting through the quiet waiting room like an alarm. She fights to get out of Avery’s arms. Her face streaked red, tears streaming down her face. “He can tell you all of that himself! He’s still here!”

She’s breaking my fucking heart.

I clutch the letter in my palm, my gaze slowly lowering back to Wyatt’s trembling mother.

She’s smiling, but it’s that kind of heartbroken smile that tells you someone is completely destroyed inside. I understand what she’s trying to do, but unfortunately, I’m not about to let anybody, not even Wyatt’s mother, break that girl’s heart more than it already has been. 

I’ll be a wall between her and Penny if I have to be.

“I’m so sorry. I thought… I just thought you might want it,” she says. I can only nod. I don’t know what else to say. “We’ll be at Wyatt’s if you need us. We’re not leaving until he’s settled again. Please, do reach out. He’s lucky to have you, especially that one.”

She nods toward Penny.

Yeah. We all are.

“Okay,” I say, and I don’t know why I do it—but I pull her into a hug. She tenses, but then hugs me back with a ferocity that tells me she isn’t showing us all of her pain. “You have Seth’s number? I’m headed back out of town, but he’ll be here if you guys need anything.”

“I have it.” She smiles through her tears. 

I nod, stepping back. Lily appears then. Doesn’t say a word, she just crashes into my chest. I wrap my arms around her on instinct, startled by how tight she’s clinging to me.

“Rip it up,” she whispers, her voice breaking. She peers up at me, a picture of her brother. “He’d hate it if you read it. Rip it up.”

She reaches out her hand for EJ and he walks right into her arms, circling himself into our hug.

This letter feels like a fucking bomb in my hand.

This is what it’s about, isn’t it? These connections. This kind of love. I would do anything for Lily, who I’ve met a total of five times in my life. I’d do anything for Wyatt’s parents. Why? Because I’d do anything for Wyatt. If I could take his pain away and give it to myself, I’d do that in a heartbeat, too.

Because I love him. Because he’s my brother. 

He has a long journey ahead of him. It’ll be slow and painful, and it will have ups and downs, but every single person standing in this hallway will be a part of it. 

I’m not going anywhere. 

You’d have to kill Penny to get her away from him. 

EJ, Seth, and Avery are here for life. Tiff will be a fucking bulldog at his side, Lauren is somebody who will understand in a way the rest of us can’t. His family will be behind him every step of the way. His dad, too. He just needs time. Wyatt has a fortress. A unit. He’s never going to be alone. He never was alone, even if it felt like that to him at one point.

I don’t want to go. I considered staying. But, in one of those rare moments where it was just EJ, Wyatt, and I—he made us promise that our lives wouldn’t stop once he was admitted. 

His words were this exactly: “You guys better be getting back to work. EJ, you’re up for a promotion and Declan, you have a cup to win. Don’t stick around when I won’t even be around to notice. I’ll kill you both.”

Then, there was the one time when it was just him and I. It was late. EJ went to grab food, and Wyatt turned to me. He placed his hand on the back of my neck, rather roughly, and forced my gaze to his. 

“What if she is gone tomorrow?” he whispered. “Would you have any regrets?”

Yes. 

I would. 

I already do. 

Even now, watching Avery calm her down, I know that I’ll spend the rest of my life regretting everything when it comes to her. If this is going to be fixed, it’s not going to be now. There are too many things going on to really focus on us. It’s Wyatt we have to focus on, not what happened between us. 

My anger has diminished. I’m sure hers has too. But the pain is still there. 

The door closes behind Wyatt’s family. Penny is still shaking, red faced and with tears pouring from those beautiful fucking eyes that hold so much more pain than they should have to. 

Her fingers dig into Avery’s arms, eyes locked on my face with a look of sheer agony.

“Dec,” she practically begs. It’s a whisper, like it took all her energy to say my name. 

My eyes follow that voice like it’s a prayer. Hearing my name from her lips knocks the wind out of me. I look at her, the paper resting in my hands.

One by one, our friends turn to look at me. I hold her gaze because she needs me to, and I see it all. She’s tired. This has been so heavy. She is desperate for one moment of peace. Peace that I can give her. Peace that I can give all of us.

“Please, Dec.”

Lily’s voice merges with Penny’s in my head. 

Rip it up. 

I don’t ask for anyone’s opinion. I don’t say another word or ponder over what the right move is. These were Wyatt’s words for us when he didn’t think he’d get another day. He thought this was his last chance to tell us all the things he needed to say.

He got another day. He’s going to have a magnitude of more days. He’ll have a lifetime. A long one, if I have any say about it. He can tell us this stuff on his own time, when he’s healed, and with his own fucking voice.

He’s still here.

I tear that thing to shreds, Penny’s sobs quieting with each individual rip of paper. When it’s nothing but confetti in my hands, her eyes close and she takes a breath.

I breathe with her.


february




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
penny


I snuggle close to Wyatt under the blanket. He flashes me that crooked smile that I love and leans down to kiss my hair. He pulls the blanket higher on our laps, but sneakily moves the popcorn bowl closer to himself as if I wouldn’t notice.

“Don’t hog the snacks.”

“I’m hungry.”

“There is more popcorn in the cupboard, you know.”

He sighs but moves the bowl back between us.

I’ve been a koala bear since he got home a couple of weeks ago. We all might be hovering a bit too close. I don’t know if it’s healthy. We’re trying to let him guide us.

He hasn’t complained.

EJ’s out of town again, so Wyatt came over to watch a movie. I think he needs our company as much as we need his. Sometimes, I still see that look in his eye, that lingering sadness. I see the guilt he feels for doing what he did. He’s admitted a couple of times now that he can’t believe it got to that point. I just hope he knows that I’m here if it ever does again.

We all are.

I yawn, watching the girl on the screen chase after the cowboy’s car in the rain. Soppy love stories. Not my choice. Wyatt doesn’t even like romantic comedies, but he keeps playing them on a loop when he comes over. I think he’s trying to make a point. I’m pretending I’m none the wiser.

Typically, I’m all for the ooey gooey love fests, but lately—I don’t have any room in my heart for love stories.

“Tired?”

I grumble something, my eyes fluttering shut as I pull myself closer to his side. 

I’m permanently tired nowadays. 

His laughter vibrates against my cheek, the warmth from his body heating my skin. I focus on the steady beat of his heart and try not to go down that rabbit hole again. I can’t focus on how grateful I am that he’s here. It sends me into hysterics, and I’m ashamed to admit that he’s had to pull me out of a panic attack once or twice.

“Want to go to bed? We can have a sleepover.” 

Which means he knows I’m having a bad night. He can tell that I don’t want him too far. He shouldn’t be worrying about me. That’s not very fair of me, but I don’t know if I can stop that. It’s who he is. I’m worried about him, too. It’s a constant loop.

“I’m just bored to tears by this movie,” I snap, glaring up at him.

He barks out a laugh. “Come on! It’s not that bad. It’s got horses. You like horses.”

“When the hell have I ever said I like horses?” I ask, shooting him a funny look. Sure, horses are fine, but I’ve never really had an opinion on them. “Are you confusing me with another friend of ours?”

Realization dawns on him. His eyes go wide, mouth popping open. He tries, but fails, to suppress his grin at his mistake. “Tiffany likes horses.”

“Tiffany owns a horse. In an actual stable. His name is Mercy and he’s been the background on her phone for six years, Wyatt,” I shove him gently.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’ll blame the medication; my head is all foggy. You know you’re my favourite.”

I’m happy he can joke about things now. When he was first given his antidepressants, he was resentful, bitter, and angry at the world. It took him a bit to come to peace with what they’d do for him. He knows he needs help. He wants it. If medication might provide him with what he needs to get better, he’s going to try it. 

It’s going to be trial and error for a bit, and I think he’s scared that they might make him worse before they make him better. I’m scared of that too. Maybe that’s why I don’t want him out of my sight.

“You’re lucky that I’m well aware that I’m your favourite,” I grumble, snuggling back into his side. “That might have hurt my feelings.”

“You can pick the next one.”

Fine. I’ll pick something scary that will have my heart racing so fast that I can’t think. Or something with lots of explosions to overstimulate my brain, so that every racing thought becomes blurred. Anything but enduring another romantic comedy where everyone winds up happy at the end.

That isn’t real life.

I crack my tired eyes open, just in time to see the love interest pull the girl into his arms and slam his lips to hers. They kiss in the rain, because of course they do. I ache a bit inside, remembering what it was like to be kissed that way. Like you need it as much as oxygen. 

He spins her around and slams her against the side of the car. 

Like you can’t get enough of each other.

A long sigh leaves my nose.

“You know, you could just call him.”

I stiffen, refusing to tear my eyes from the TV. “Wyatt.”

It’s a warning. Just like the other times he’s brought him up.

“You just need to talk to him.”

“He’s made it clear that there is nothing left to talk about.”

“We both know that he didn’t mean what he said,” he says quietly, rubbing my arm. 

I shut my eyes, feeling the sting of pain that rushes through me. 

“It was too messy, Wy.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” he says, pressing another kiss to my hair. “Take away the timing and the secrets and the lack of communication. It makes sense. You guys make sense.”

My throat thickens. 

Maybe. 

But I did everything I could to wind up here, and now I have to live with it. We may have put everything aside when Wyatt needed us too, but that severance still existed. Neither of us made a step to bridge that distance while he was here, and neither of us have done anything since. I’m sure we’ll eventually fall into a new normal. The next time he comes home will be less uncomfortable. As for us? There is no ‘us.’

It’s just… done.

“You weren’t there.”

“Penny, if you love him, don’t be an idiot,” he says, biting back a groan. 

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

I want to heal. I’m not ready to talk about Declan. One day, maybe I will be. Maybe we can coexist again, and things won't be so weird. I don’t want to speak in absolutes. It might happen, but not now. 

“Yeah, neither of you do.”

I whirl around to glare at him. “Please don’t talk about me with Declan.”

He meets my stare, unapologetically. “Someone has got to talk some sense into the both of you.”

“You have to drop it,” I tell him. “Please.”

He stares at me for a long second, looking torn. Finally, he rolls his eyes in defeat. 

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Now shut up, I want to watch a ‘happily ever after’, since you won’t give me one to watch in real life.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
penny


I’m halfway through my workday a few days later when there’s a knock on the door. I pause, taking out my headphones, wondering if I’m going crazy or if someone actually is knocking on my door at one in the afternoon.

A few seconds pass of me staring out into the hall when three solid bangs pound on the door again. Slipping out of my room and to the door, I can make out the shape of a small person through the frosted glass.

Call it twin tuition, but I know who it is.

I skip down the stairs and open the door. Avery is standing there in her black puffer coat, her bright red beanie on her head. She’s holding two, white cups of coffee, one that is immediately ripped out of her hands by yours truly.

“Why aren’t you at work?” I ask suspiciously.

She rolls her eyes. “Hello to you, too. You’re welcome for the coffee.”

“Thank you for the coffee,” I say, stepping out of the way to let her inside. “Why aren’t you at work?”

She sighs as I shut the door behind her, shooting me a glare over her shoulder while she kicks off her boots. “If you must know, it’s a P.A. Day, mom.”

“Well, contrary to your schedule, I’m working,” I remind her, but she’s already trudging up the stairs to the main level.

“Oh, spare me. You probably finished all your work by noon. You forget that I lived with you for months. You know, before you betrayed me and moved out.”

I follow her up the stairs, sipping my latte. This coffee is enough for me to forgive her barging into the house with this attitude.

“Oh, spare me,” I mock her as we enter the kitchen. She pulls off her jacket and hangs it on the back of a chair. “You’re getting laid more often now that I’m out of your hair. Don’t pretend you aren’t.”

She smirks at me over the rim of her cup, shrugging her shoulders. Yeah, that’s what I thought. They have been able to enjoy being engaged now that I’m out of the house. 

She tears off her beanie and sets it on the table. 

“So, to what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask her as she sits at the table and crosses her legs. Her dark eyes flash up at me, mocking innocence. “You could have texted me and told me you’re coming by. You have my number, if you didn’t realize.”

“Oh, shut up,” she says, rolling her eyes. She gestures to the seat across from her. “Sit down. We need to talk.”

I stare at her.

Huh? About what? We talk every day, without fail. We talk about our mornings and our bowel movements. We are literally never not talking. We schedule Facetime coffee breaks every day of the week while we’re working.

This is an ambush.

I slowly reach for the back of the chair and pull it toward me, lowering myself onto it. “Is this about Wy?”

My heart sinks at the thought. He seems okay. If there’s something I need to know, something bad, I don’t know if I’ll survive it this time. 

Avery waves her hand frantically. “Oh god, no. I’m sorry. No, Wyatt seems to be doing well, doesn’t he?”

My heart rights itself. I wonder when that instant panic will stop every time his name comes up unexpectedly. I still get shaky when my phone rings and I’m not waiting for a call. 

“Yeah, he does.”

Avery smiles sympathetically, leaning back in her chair. I think Wyatt’s name packs a punch for most of us nowadays.

“This is about you, Pen. Not anyone else.”

I blink. “Me?” 

I don’t like where this is going. I have a feeling that I know exactly where it’s heading and it’s the last thing I want to discuss. How many times do I have to say it for everyone to understand that?

Please, let me move on.

“I’m coming from a good place here. A place that wants to see you happy. Don’t rip my head off and don’t ice me out,” she prefaces, holding her hand up.

“Spit it out then,” I grumble.

“What are you doing?” she asks, eyes burning into my face. “Why are you sitting here, wallowing in self-pity, when you know what you need to do. You know what you want to do.”

I am not wallowing in self-pity. I’m trying to work. I’m trying to be a shoulder for Wyatt. I’m trying to heal. 

I meet her eyes with a cold edged glare. It’s a warning. Don’t push me. Everyone else has been pushing me. She’s the only one who has left me more or less alone. I need it to stay like that. I need a safe space.

“Don’t give me that look,” she says.

“Enlighten me, Ave,” I glower, dropping my cup to the table. “What do I need to do to satisfy what you want for me?”

“Don’t start,” she warns, her eyes hardening. “This isn’t about what I want. You sat on that step with me in shambles and you told me that you’re in love with him.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m going to chase him,” I say calmly. “It’s done. It’s what’s best for the both of us, and I think we have both accepted that. I think it’s what’s best for all of us.”

“Well, that’s a crock of shit.” She barks out a laugh, shaking her head.

My brow furrows. 

She rolls her eyes at the look of confusion on my face.

“You fell in love and you’re depriving yourself of somebody who will be good for you. Sometimes in life, you have to take risks. This is a risk that you have to take. Is there a chance it might not end well? Yes, of course there is. But is there a chance that you might find the love of your life and finally feel that love that you deserve to feel? That chance is greater. That love is worth the risk.”

I swallow, my eyes averting to my cup. “You don’t get it.”

“Then explain it to me,” she pleads gently. “Because all I see is my best friend, my favourite person on this planet, suffering when she doesn’t have to be. Then I see Declan, who talks to Seth every day, doing everything he can not to think about you.”

My eyes dart back up to her. “What?”

“Whatever was said, neither of you meant it,” she says, those brown eyes softening. “He’s keeping himself so busy that he doesn’t have time to think about you. When Seth asks how he is, he skirts around the question. Seth can’t bring up your name without Declan finding a reason to end the call. He misses you.”

Or he just really wants to put this to bed that badly.

My heart clenches. “It’s not that simple.”

“Isn’t it?” she asks softly. “You care about each other. You made mistakes. You fought. So what? That happens. It only has to stay this way if you want it to.”

“I can’t,” I say so quietly that I barely hear my own voice.

It takes two. It takes an apology and forgiveness. I’m only sure about my own feelings and what I want. I can’t be positive that Declan will accept it. What if he chooses not to forgive me? Can I handle that?

“You can,” she tells me. She leans forward, sliding her cup out of the way to take my hand. Three squeezes, as usual. “But it has to be you. I love you, babe, but you have done the most damage here. You have to be the one to apologize, to try and mend this.”

I know. I can’t find the courage to do that. I can’t handle the thought of him turning me away. What if apologizing changes nothing? The thought makes me want to die. My pride is wounded, and my heart is fragile, and I have made so many mistakes in the last little while that I am ashamed of who I have become.

I can’t blame Gavin for this anymore. This is all me.

We finalized everything right after Wyatt was released. He sent me a bouquet of flowers when he heard. We’re officially done. It’s officially over, and I’m free.

“He told me he never wants to hear from me again,” I admit, meeting her eyes as my own burn.

Her face flashes with surprise, but then her brow furrows and she grips my hand tighter. I stare at her ‘333’ tattoo that matches mine on the inside of her elbow.

“Yeah, and then Wyatt almost died, Penny. That changed everything. I don’t think Declan will hold any grudges longer than he has to. You have to lick your wounds and do the same.”

I stare at her, stunned. “Avery.”

“I’m not apologizing. I saw the way you looked at each other when we sat around Wyatt’s hospital bed. You were always within arm’s reach of each other, even if you weren’t touching.”

I don’t remember that, but I was so wrapped up in Wyatt that I barely focused on anything else apart from staring at him and holding him and convincing myself that him being alive was real.

“Don’t forget, P, but forgive,” she says softly. “You love him. Why are you willing to risk letting that go?”

I shut my eyes. “Because I don’t want to risk getting hurt again. I can’t handle somebody else walking away. I just can’t. I’d rather be alone than have to heal over and over again. It sucks, and it hurts, and I’m weak, Ave.”

Her thumb brushes against my hand. It’s such a soothing gesture that I find the courage to look at her. We’ve both got tears in our eyes now. 

“But you’re hurting yourself now, anyway.” She smiles sadly. “You don’t have to admit it to me, but I see it. You’re already hurt. At least this way you’re hurting for something, not for nothing. And never call yourself weak again. You’re the furthest thing from it.”

“What if he doesn’t feel the same way?” I ask, my voice breaking. My fears flood to the surface. “How am I supposed to come back from that? What if it’s all been too much? What if I’m too much?”

“Don’t talk about my best friend like that,” she warns, slapping my hand. “If anyone blames you for how you acted when you were in pain, they better be perfect. Declan’s not perfect. He knows you, and I think anyone who does knows that you’re worth the damn world.”

“And if he tells me to fuck off?” 

“He won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. Seth told me all about breaking the pregame ritual for you. That’s practically a marriage proposal.”

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “Things have changed since then.”

“Oh, yeah?” she asks, dark brows shooting upward. “Then why does he still look at you the same way he did when we were twenty-one?”

“Before or after we screamed at each other in a hospital waiting room?” I remind her, shooting her a look.

“It’s called tension, baby. That means you guys have a lot of unresolved, heightened emotions that need to be let loose in some way.”

“Or it means that we couldn’t even pretend to be getting along in the worst moment of our lives.”

Avery considers this for a moment. She taps her fingers against her coffee cup and then leans forward, her stare piercing.

“Fine, you want a real answer? After you screamed at each other in the hospital waiting room, right about the moment you were having a full-blown meltdown and he managed to calm you down when nobody else in the room stood a chance of bringing you back to earth. He anchored you while you were busy anchoring the rest of us. He’s the only person in that room that you would have let do that for you.”

My heart burns a bit at that.

“He looks at you like you are the only person in the world. He’s looked at you that way since the very first time you yelled at him when we were in college.”

I stare at her, a tear finally falling.

“I couldn’t have even anchored you in that moment.”

Fuck. My heart jolts to life.

“So.” She smiles smugly, seeing the defeat as it washes over me. She smacks the table. “Let’s plan this grand apology, shall we?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
penny


Big gestures are fucking stupid.

They’re dumb, and whoever came up with this concept is dumber. Maybe in relationships, this would be fun. Even then, only if you are on good terms and you just want to show your partner that you love them. It seems fake and awfully manipulative when you’re surprising someone after you just went to war with them for over a year. 

Sorry I broke your heart, let me stand under your window with a boombox. 

Sorry I was a terrible friend and treated you like garbage, let me show up in Pittsburgh and force you to talk to me. Oh, and thanks for the orgasms.

Seth managed to get in contact with one of Declan’s teammates. His teammate made sure to save me a ticket and get me back to the player’s area with no problems—I just said my name and was allowed straight through. Not going to lie, it felt a little illegal, but here I am. 

I almost forgot why I was here while I was watching Declan play. It has been far too long since I’ve seen this man on skates in the flesh. My seats were in the nosebleeds, but it didn’t matter. I always knew where he was. The whole arena did. He’s unmissable.

I never forgot how good he was but seeing it again with my own eyes made me really miss the view. There’s nothing like the pride that surges through me when I watch him play. His magic is infectious, and it’s hard not to cheer him on. Even when you hate him. 

I don’t hate him, by the way. Only temporarily. Sometimes. 

Thankfully, Pittsburgh won. So, at the very least, he’ll be in a good mood until he sees me. If I'm lucky, that mood might carry over a bit longer. Maybe he won’t take one look at me and turn right back around, reminding me that he said he never wanted to speak to me again. 

A fool’s hope, but I am banking on it. If I lose my nerve, I’ll turn on my heel and leave the arena—pretending I was never here, leaving before I say all the things that I need to get off my chest.

I need to keep my grip on that hope.

I lean against the wall opposite of the change room door, smiling politely at the players as they leave the locker room. They all do the same thing. They clock me, their brows furrow with confusion, but then they manage a respectful nod and carry along. 

I’m a new face, but they aren’t sure who I belong to. Hell, I might be a crazed fan that somehow broke in and wants a glimpse of them. 

As time dwindles on and the minutes tick by, I fear Declan has caught wind that I’m here and snuck out some hidden back door to avoid having to deal with me. I probably would be jumping out of the bathroom window by now if the roles were reversed. 

The arena has nearly cleared out. The custodians are starting to clean the building and I’m still standing in this hallway. 

Alone.

I am just about to turn and leave, admitting defeat, though it hurts like a bitch, when the locker room door swings open again. Two big bodies enter the hallway, side by side, bags hanging from their shoulders. 

It’s that exact moment that I realize I am not prepared to see him. 

No matter what I say to convince myself that this is where I am supposed to be, I am not remotely ready to say my piece and put myself out there. Even though I recited it one hundred times on the plane ride over, it hardly matters when I see him in the flesh.

I can’t remember any of my memorized speech now, not when I’m looking at that cheeky smile and those dimples beneath that stubble. Not when those amber eyes lighten as he laughs at something his teammate says.

I am especially not prepared for Declan Lowes in a perfectly tailored suit. 

His teammate with the short, buzzed blond hair and crystal blue eyes barely flinches when Declan glances my way and stops short, freezing in the middle of the doorway.

The door smacks him in the back, and he does not move.

I avert my attention to his teammate to avoid reading too much into the way he’s looking at me. I can’t overthink. This isn’t the time. Overthinking is what landed me here. Overthinking ruined everything.

The blonde man with the sleek green suit waltzes right across the hall, leaving Declan to simmer in his shock all alone. He sticks out his hand, flashing a beaming, ‘toothpaste commercial’ smile.

“Penny?” he asks. I nod and shake his hand, trying to act like I’m confident about what I’m doing here. I am not. “Carter. Nice to finally meet you.”

So, this has been my partner in crime over the last week. He’s just as cute as Avery said he was. She wasn’t lying about his eyes, either. Seth told me he’d sweep me off my feet if Declan decided not to hear me out. 

It’s funny. A man this handsome does absolutely nothing for me anymore. That power has been stripped away and given to one person.

I smile. Carter has had to put up with a lot of crap from me over the last week. Rambling, incoherent blurbs of too much information. Panic. Stress. Heartache. Carter Forkerro probably thinks that I’m a pathetic, love-sick puppy, but I don’t care.

I am.

“You too, Carter. Thank you for this. I owe you one.”

“Don’t you mention it,” he says, waving me off. He peers over his shoulder, to where Declan is still frozen to the spot. His grin grows wider with each passing second. “See you in the morning, big guy. Have a good night.”

Declan manages a curt nod, but his eyes are burning into me. I don’t think he’s looked away. I don’t know if he’s heard a thing we’ve said.

“See you, Penny.”

“Bye, Carter.”

Carter flashes me a wink, one that I can read easily after knowing him for all of thirty seconds. Relax. It’ll all be okay. It’s going to work out. With that shit-eating smile still on his face, he vanishes out of the arena doors.

I force my eyes back to Declan, swallowing the lump in my throat. 

Well, it’s just us now. Him and I. There’s no more interruptions or hockey player hands to shake. There are no games to play, just ones we have to finish. Ones where the boards have been open so long, our pieces have begun to collect dust.

We have to tackle this. There’s no way out but through.

His dark brow furrows deeper. 

I’m scared that I’m taking too long. The longer I wait, the more his shock might shift to anger and then I don’t know if I’ll get the chance that I’ve been preparing for. He made it clear that he didn’t want me here before. Now I just show up? Maybe this was a bad move. 

No.

Hope. I need hope.

I smile shyly, feeling less confident than I have in decades. I’m scared. I miss him. This is my last chance. I can feel it.

“Hi.”

He blinks, as if hearing my voice confirms that this is not a mirage. His face remains stoic, but he finally moves. He adjusts his bag on his shoulder, jaw ticking.

“What are you doing here, Lucky?” His tone is indifferent, but he’s talking.

That’s a start.

My heart flutters at the nickname. I hadn’t realized how much I hate when he calls me Penny. I want all the nicknames in the world, so long as they are from his lips. 

“I’m here to talk. Can we talk, Dec?” I manage, taking a weary step toward him. My voice sounds shaky at best. I don’t want him to clock my nerves, but I’m showing him my entire hand here.

He stares at me. I can’t read him, and I hate it. After a beat of silence, and a long second of those hazel eyes burning into my face, he slips his bag off his shoulder and drops it to the floor inside of the change room. He pushes the door open wide with one hand and nods at me to follow him.

I don’t question him. I’ll take whatever he can give me. Wherever he wants to have this conversation is where we’ll have the conversation. In his car? Fine. In the locker room? Okay. Behind a dumpster? I’ll do it. 

I slide under his arm and slowly tread into the locker room, taking only a few steps before nervously turning around.

I wish I could fast forward through this part and just figure out what happens at the end.

The door drifts shut behind us. He turns to face me, hardly able to meet my eyes. Running his hand through his dark waves, his gaze skirts past me to the benches. He seems just as torn on how to handle this as I am. Neither of us really know where to go.

I’m not here to fight or to debate what happened between us. I’m here to say one thing, something I should have said months ago. So, to make this easier for the both of us, I just say it.

Rip off the bandage and hold onto hope.

“I’m so sorry,” I say quietly.

Declan’s gaze snaps back to mine. His brow furrows in the middle again.

He says nothing. 

Something in me breaks.

I shift uncomfortably.

“I was an asshole to you,” I continue, nervously stepping forward. He doesn’t move away. That’s good. “I was going through something, and I panicked, and I pushed you away when I shouldn’t have. I should have answered you, Dec. At the very least, I should have responded to you. I shouldn’t have left, and I should have had this conversation months ago. You deserved it then.”

Declan’s throat bobs, his eyes glued to my face. I see how much he needed this. It breaks my heart that I waited so long to give it to him.

“You were my friend, and we crossed a line at the worst possible time, and I couldn’t handle it. I felt guilty. I was scared of the repercussions. I feared losing you more than I feared hurting you. That wasn’t your fault, that was mine.”

He seems to snap back into his own body then. 

He blinks, shaking his head. Running a hand over his face, he takes a few, hesitant steps toward me. 

He’s closing the distance between us. He’s meeting me halfway. 

“If there’s one thing that I have realized through all this, it’s that I did all of the wrong things at the wrong time. You were going through the worst of it. I should have been thinking clearly for both of us.”

“It happened. We both chose it,” I remind him gently. “We had to deal with it one way or another, and you did it perfectly. You texted, you called, you checked in. I handled it poorly and I hurt you. That is on me.”

His face softens and relief explodes through me. He’s close enough to touch now, but I can’t bring myself to close that last, little gap. Hearing his voice laced with no anger, it brings that pain to the forefront. 

This could have been solved if I had just let him talk to me. It could have been solved before it imploded. I just had to apologize. I just had to explain myself.

“I wanted to be there for you,” he says, his voice gravelly. His eyes are melting into mine, pleading with me to believe him. “That’s all that I was trying to do. I hope that you know that.”

He reaches forward and gently brushes his fingers against my elbow, making the first move. It should have been me, but I laid myself too bare already. I’m not brave. Never have been. I know my limits. 

So does he.

He’ll be brave for the both of us. 

I needed to feel his fingers on my skin again. I needed that connection.

“I know,” I say quietly. “I realized how badly I wanted you to be there, too. It was terrifying. I don’t want to make excuses, but I couldn’t lose you and him in the same blink. I wouldn’t have survived it.”

His brow furrows deeper, eyes flickering back up to mine. The hand at my elbow lifts, instead reaching to pull a strand of hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear. 

I think I stop breathing when I meet his eyes again—not entirely sure when he got so close. 

“You wouldn’t have lost me.”

All the oxygen in the room diminishes when he looks at me like that. 

“I did lose you.”

“No,” he mumbles, shaking his head. His eyes search my face. He moves closer, wrapping his fingers around the back of my neck. “No, you didn’t.”

I inhale in a shaky, fragmented breath.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I force out again before I lose the nerve. He needs to know how much I mean it, because I do. 

My eyes are burning and I’m slowly teetering on losing it. This is hard. I don’t like being vulnerable and I don’t like knowing that there is still a chance he’ll turn me away. Especially with Declan looking at me like that. 

“I know you didn’t,” he murmurs. His fingers tighten behind my neck, and he pulls me into him. “Come here.”

I’m suddenly pressed to his chest. I shut my eyes, my hands shaking as I inhale his scent—trees, mint, home. His hand slides down my hair, and I realize how starved I have been for the way he cares for me.

The freshly stitched portions of my heart begin to tear with each stroke of Declan’s hand. In a good way, I think. Like he’s undoing my mangled handy work and is putting me together the right way. It hurts, but I know that it’s the guilt and regret that hurts, not anything happening now.

I take in a shaky breath. He hears it and he accepts it, holding me tighter. He leans down to press his lips to my hair, just a soft brush of his mouth, and snakes his hands under my armpits. 

“It’s okay,” he whispers.

Declan forces my arms upward, leaving me no option but to wind them around his neck. So, I do. I wrap myself around him and I hold on for dear life, hiding in his embrace. I try to focus on his hands sliding up and down my back. I try my best to let him ground me. 

I’m here now. With him. He’s holding me. I’m holding him. He knows that I’m sorry, and that’s all I wanted.

“I’m sorry that I didn’t answer that call,” he whispers into my hair. I hear the same pain in my heart reflected in his voice.

I know why he didn’t answer, and it wasn’t because he didn’t want to be there.

“I know,” I say, my voice catching. I shut my eyes. I can’t think of that night.

“And I’m sorry that I acted that way when I got there,” he continues, his hand trailing down my spine.

I can’t think about this right now. It almost killed me then. I was no better. We both know that. Neither of us were angels that night, but we were also not in our right minds. I hold nothing against him from the night the world nearly ended.

“I was scared,” he admits, his voice barely a whisper. “I have never been that scared in my life. I felt guilty, that’s all that was. I should have answered your calls, and I knew that.”

He pulls back, forcing me to look up at him. I keep my arms around his neck, and he keeps me in his grip, hands stilling on my back. We’re so close that our noses could touch if either of us pushed forward just enough. 

“He’s okay,” I remind him softly. I don't stop to think, I just cup his face in my hand because I want to.

Declan smiles gently, and though I can see the hurt in his eyes, it’s lessening. His gaze trails over every inch of my face. It doesn’t linger, even where I want it to. This thing still exists between us. That ugly, brutal pain. Neither of us are healed from it. I’m not sure we ever will be, but this is a start. A good one. 

“I know,” he mutters, his thumb brushing against my back. It’s then that his eyes drop to my lips, and my lungs stop working. “Where are you staying?”

“I got a hotel,” I say. His eyes flicker back to mine. He smiles a bit wider, like he knows he’s been caught looking at my mouth.

He nods slowly, considering this. “Get a refund.”

“What?”

“We have a lot to talk about, P. I don’t want to half-ass this. If we’re having this conversation, I want to hash it all out. You and me. As long as it takes.”

His eyes burn into mine, daring me to challenge that. That’s his deal, plain and simple. Either I take it and we fix this, or I don’t, and we go back to how it’s been. 

I swallow, my heart clenching at the idea. “As long as it takes.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
declan


The whole drive home was spent wondering if I was dreaming. I literally pinched my thigh like, ten times, until it started to go a little numb so I figured I should probably quit it before I got nerve damage. I just cannot believe that she’s here. In my car. In Pittsburgh. Talking to me. 

Looking at me.

I am not ashamed to admit that for the entirety of the drive, I kept looking over at her from the corner of my eye, watching her take in the streets of Pittsburgh with a dazed interest, so in her own head that she didn’t feel the weight of my stare. 

I don’t know if she’s actually admiring the city or if that pretty little mind of hers is a bit too loud to do that right now. 

I was completely thrown off guard seeing her in the one place she didn’t belong. At my rink, in my city, at my game. I don’t think I’ve ever let my brain compute that her being here could actually happen. I shouldn’t say she doesn't belong in these places. In more ways than most, she does. In my mind, she belongs anywhere that I do. 

I just wasn’t expecting to see her here. It feels monumental, and I don’t know why. I hope I am slowly piecing together why, but I refuse to get my hopes up on this one. This feels like it means more than a conversation, more than an apology, but damn—did one ever feel good.

My brain short circuited when I walked out of the dressing room. It took me a second to realize that yes, Penny Sweeten was standing outside of my locker room looking painfully nervous, waiting for me. It wasn’t a figment of my imagination. I wasn’t just putting her face on every pretty girl that lingers around the rink.

No. One flash of those stormy blues and there was no doubt about it. 

It’s a bit of a blur, really. But once the apologies slid off her lips like the sweet, comforting caress of her fingers, I realized how much I needed them. The second she said those few, simple words, was the very second that I forgave her. 

I just needed her to acknowledge that what she did hurt me, and she needed to be willing to have the tough conversations to sort this out. 

She did. She is.

That’s all there is to it. It’s that easy.

Pulling up to my condo and putting the vehicle into park, I can’t seem to find my voice. I flash her a gentle smile when she glances my way and take my time getting out of the car while she tentatively undoes her seatbelt. 

She’s nervous. 

I know her. 

She doesn’t like being vulnerable and she practically gave me her pride and her ego on a silver platter. Now she’s doing the death march straight toward the consequences.

She’s going to run.

I don’t want her to run. I want her to fight. For this. For whatever this is between us. I’ll let her make up her mind if she’ll just walk into this building with me. If she wants to sit in the car for another hour, we can do that too, as long as the end result is this conversation.

But Penny is brave as fuck, and she steps out of the car. She pushes her shoulders back and holds her chin high, meeting my eyes when I round the back end of the vehicle. I extend my arm to her and nod toward the entrance. 

Dipping her chin, she walks right to my side, into that little cove she fits in so well. 

I guide her into my building, my hand on her back. Hoping with each step that she doesn’t turn around.

When we step out of the elevator and walk into my penthouse, Penny takes it all in. 

She slowly turns. “Wow.”

I don’t want to ask her if she likes it, that seems a bit corny. It’s a nice place. Anyone would like it. Big, clean, with very little personal touches. It looks like the home from a magazine spread. The view is fucking insane too, which I think she’ll appreciate. 

I like the place, which is why I bought it, but it’s never really felt like home.

I can’t look away from her. Her smile grows, peering up at the modern chandelier hanging above her head. 

Maybe it could feel like home. One day.

Sensing the weight of my attention, she turns to me. That wondrous smile shrinks a bit. 

“You played well tonight.”

I don’t care about my game. For the first time in a long time, I don’t care about hockey. It’s the last thing on my mind when those eyes are looking at me again instead of looking straight through me.

I take off my hat, tossing it on the counter. Hearing those words from her mouth is the second-best thing she’s said tonight. That little kid who was head over heels in love with hockey still lives inside of me somewhere, right next to that thirty-year-old guy who is head over heels in love with the girl in front of him. 

Hearing someone praise my talent never really gets old.

Impressing the girl who holds my heart in the palm of her hand? Even better.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she says so softly, I barely hear it. 

Fuck, I love her eyes. I love the way they’re looking at me right now. Uncertain. Bare. Nervous. 

I swallow. Don’t think about her eyes. Not yet, you bonehead. Those eyes will be your undoing. They always have been.

“Want a glass of wine?” It seems like a nice thing to say. I’m being a good host. That’s what I’d do if it was anyone else in my doorway. 

Penny fiddles with the sleeves of her coat. She shrugs. “Sure.”

We walk into the kitchen, and she seems to know exactly where to go. I’m surprised how much I like that. She shrugs off her coat and takes a seat across the island from me, perching her butt on the very edge of the barstool. 

I’m immediately transported back to that night in the hotel room. It makes my heart skip a beat. That’s a dangerous place to go right now. It has the power to derail this conversation completely. Thinking about that night will make me think of other things that happened, and then what? 

How am I supposed to talk this out if I’m thinking of her mouth, of those eyes looking up at me while I stand by the foot of the bed? 

I rub the back of my neck, passing her a glass of white, just like I passed her the small bottle that night. I open my beer the same way I did in that hotel room, and I lean toward her on my elbows—just like I had then.

Oh, I’m fucked.

We stare at each other, stormy blues burning a hole straight through my heart. She brings her glass of wine to her lips, her hand trembling slightly, though she’s trying to hide it.

Yeah. She’s nervous. 

Good. I’m terrified. 

But we have to start somewhere. She made the big move to show up and apologize, and I’m a fair man. I guess it’s my turn.

“You can’t cut me out again,” I say after a long moment. Her face falls and she averts her eyes to her wine glass. “After this conversation, whatever way it goes. I need you in my life, P. You can’t cut me out.”

She swallows, her eyes soft as she focuses on anything but me. “I won’t.”

“That killed me,” I tell her. It’s a hard admission. I don’t like saying it aloud, but it’s the truth and it’s time she knows it.

Her eyes flicker up to mine. Unshed tears, which I just caused, stare back at me. I didn’t like it when I made her cry months ago, and I don’t particularly like how it feels now, even if it’s necessary.  

“I know. You were saying a lot of things that I wasn’t ready to hear. I did everything I could so that I’d never have to hear you say them again.”

“But even after that,” I say. “We slept together. That night changed everything. But still, you kept cutting me out.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “It felt like the easier path at the time.”

She clears her throat as her voice breaks. I want to fucking hold her, to promise her that this conversation is not a death sentence. We’ll both survive this. 

She blinks a bunch, taking another shaky sip of wine.

Shit. She’s teetering on losing it. I can see the panic brewing in her eyes, the way she’s rooting herself to the chair so that she doesn’t bolt. 

She’s being so fucking brave. She’s being so fucking vulnerable. To salvage this. Something about that is so incredibly beautiful. To anyone who knows her, knows that heart of hers, this is her biggest fear. This. Right here. This conversation. 

I know how to help her. I know her better than she thinks I do. I might not have had the pleasure of being with her for the past ten years, but I have loved her all the same and for longer. I know her, even the parts of her she tries to hide. I’ve been there, by her side, for over a decade. 

That’s a long time spent memorizing a person.

I have to make her feel safe. I need to remind her that whatever her brain was convincing her of when she made all these decisions—it wasn’t true. It still isn’t. It’s never going to be. Not with me.

“I wouldn’t have woken up and regretted it,” I tell her, recalling what she had screamed at me that night at Seth’s. What she admitted was her biggest fear that morning. “Not for a second. I wouldn’t have let you leave without talking to me, even if you wanted to. I wanted more, P. I wanted you.”

I still want you.

A sharp breath leaves her. Her eyes flutter shut, almost like she’s in pain. 

Did I mention how much I hate this?

Her throat bobs, eyes still closed. “But what if you didn’t?”

I raise my brows, angling my head. “What do you mean?”

“What if you didn’t?” she repeats quietly, finally looking at me. Her fingers play with the stem of her wine glass, twirling it. “I just had my heart broken. I was told that he wasn’t proud to be with me, that he never loved me. Can you imagine if you woke up and told me it was a mistake?”

I stare at her, trying to put myself in her shoes. 

I understand where she’s coming from. She’s not in my head. She couldn’t have known what I was thinking that night or the morning that followed. She couldn’t have seen how I dreamt of her. It wasn’t as clear for her as it was for me. I don’t blame her for her actions that night or immediately after. I never have. It’s everything that happened in the long run.

“I tried to show you that it wasn’t like that,” I remind her gently. “I texted. I called. I tried.”

“I know,” she whispers. She brings her hand to her face. “I have no excuse that warrants how I treated you. I just did what I thought would result in the least amount of fallout. It was selfish. I was protecting what was left of my heart, Dec. I don’t think I stopped to consider that it might hurt you.”

And her voice breaks, right then. On that last syllable. She looks away, because it’s easier than looking me in the eyes when she falls apart. 

“Hey,” I say softly, reaching across the island. I stretch my hand toward her. She glances at it, eyes wide and sad and beautiful. It takes her a second, but then she’s reaching for me too, sliding her hand into mine where it fits perfectly. “It’s my fault, too. All of this.”

She forces a smile, tears pooling in her eyes. She shakes her head. “It’s not.”

It is. She just feels too guilty to see that.

I brush my thumb against her hand. “I forgive you. Do you forgive me?”

I’m not going to lie to her. She did hurt me. I was angry as all hell, but I forgive her. I will keep forgiving her. As long as she means it when she asks for my forgiveness.

She hides her mouth behind the heel of her hand, trying to stifle her emotions. “I was never mad at you. Not really.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I grin, wide and bright. It’s all just a ploy to make her smile.

I really hate seeing her cry. Did I mention that? 

“Of course it’s a yes.” She sniffles with a sassy little roll of her eyes. She wipes her face and shoots me a glare that I know she doesn’t mean. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t ready to grovel.”

“You don’t need to grovel.” I laugh under my breath, dropping her hand. 

“I do. I was an asshole,” she says with a sigh. “I really am sorry. About all of it. You deserved better. I should have been a better friend to you.”

“And I shouldn’t have slept with you,” I say and her face falls like I’ve smacked her. I immediately lurch forward, nearly throwing myself across the island. “Let me rephrase that. I shouldn’t have slept with you then. Not if I wasn’t prepared for that reaction. I didn’t give you a lot of room for grace, Penny.”

She stares at me for a long moment, blue eyes still brimming with tears—but they’re no longer falling. She’s lost in her own head, and I can practically hear the gears turning, convincing her of things that aren’t true.

I wish she’d just believe the things that come out of my mouth. I wish she wasn’t conditioned to look for hidden messages that aren’t there.

Don’t run. Don’t run. Don’t run. 

Stay with me.

“I didn’t mean what I said that night at Avery’s,” she says. “I don’t think it was a mistake. Not that night. Everything else, yes. But never that night.”

My chest flutters to life. That’s what I needed to hear. It’s what I wanted more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. Just as much as she didn’t want me to regret her, the idea of her regretting me makes me want to keel over and die. 

A small smile tugs on my lips. “No?”

“No.”

We look at each other for a long moment. I watch those perfect eyes warm with affection as she drinks me in. They soften, seeing the way I do at her words. God, I have been dying for this moment since the first time I kissed her. I missed those eyes. I missed seeing kindness in them. I knew I was fucked then, and I know I’m fucked now. They will be my downfall. I’ll never win another argument again if it’s them I’m up against.

“Can we move forward now, Lucky?”

She leans forward on her elbows, her hands intertwined under her chin. She nods just enough for me to clock it. “Please.”

I let out a long breath of relief, tipping my head to the ceiling and shutting my eyes. I can feel her roll her eyes at my dramatics, but I don’t care. I’m not done, and it’s about to get a hell of a lot worse.

“Thank god,” I groan, still staring at the ceiling. “Because I’m ridiculously in love with you, and that kind of means that I need you to start talking to me again. Preferably on a regular basis.” 

There it is. There’s that bomb that’s been ticking in my chest for the last fucking year. I surgically removed it from my body and gave it to her.

I say it plainly. I had to say it. I needed it off my chest and in her hands.

I drop my head back to look at her, my nerves skyrocketing with each beat of silence.

Her eyes are wide, stunned. It looks like I just told her that I have fingers for toes or some crazy fact that I’ve managed to keep hidden from her for years. She leans off her hands slowly, looking more shocked by the second.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous, isn’t she?

I shrug a shoulder, like it’s no big deal. Like it was just a fact that I had to tell her before we could discuss anything else. That’s bullshit. It’s a huge deal. I don’t think I’ve ever said those words before.

She places her hand on her chest, leaning forward against the island while she barks out a laugh. “I was trying to act like I could settle for being your friend, but it would have killed me.”

My brows skyrocket.

Okay, rude. 

We were friends for a long time, how dare she insinuate that my friendship was not good enough? I know she almost killed me numerous times for butting into her life and that I ruined many nights out because of it, or that we fought like teenagers too many times to count, but I am a good friend so she can eat that last comment.

I laugh with her because, yeah—under these circumstances, it would have killed me too. 

“Hey,” I say, pushing myself off the island. I leave the beer, because it’s not remotely important, and I round the corner, finally closing the distance between us. 

I reach for her. 

She has tears in her eyes again. Happy ones this time, I think. She shakes her head as I near, like this is all too much and she still can’t figure out how we got here. 

I hook my hands under her arms and force her out of her chair. 

She winds her arms around my neck, squeezing me tighter than she ever has. A shaky breath leaves her mouth, dancing on the skin of my jaw, and I feel a figment of peace that I haven’t felt in two years.

I slide my arms around her. The woman that I have not been able to shake, who I touched just once and was doomed for the rest of my life. She’s it for me. I know that now. I’m done beating around the bush and playing games. 

It’s us or it’s nothing.

Like I said before, she’s not the type of girl you let get away once you have her.

“I’m in love with you, too,” she whispers. I hear the way her breath hitches, how much that took for her to admit and I eat it up like a greedy fucking kid.

I squeeze her tighter, sliding my hands up her back, feeling every inch of her body that I haven’t been allowed to touch in months. Fuck, I love her. I missed her. I brush my nose against her cheek, pressing a kiss to her jaw. 

I bring my lips right up to her ear and repeat the words she once whispered to me in the dark. “Prove it.”

She laughs, and it’s a melodic sound that I have missed more than I care to admit. She angles her head until our mouths are inches apart. I see a flash of her eyes, and she beams at me when she finds me already looking. 

“I mean it,” I whisper, just as her eyes dart down to my mouth. I sweep my thumb against her waist. “It’s you and me, Lucky. I’m in this.”

She swallows, leaning forward to brush her mouth against mine. Just a brief sweep of the lips. A whisper of a touch. A promise. Her fingers wind around the nape of my neck, burying themselves in my hair. 

I shiver at the feeling, and she smiles like a fucking chesire cat.

“I was just about to prove it. Stop stealing my thunder,” she mutters against my mouth. 

I almost laugh, but then she’s kissing me and fuck, nothing is funny. Nothing will ever be funny again. I thought I remembered how good this felt. I was wrong. It’s better. There’s a force to it, like she’s desperate for me to feel all the things she wasn’t brave enough to say. And I do. Hell, I do.

I wind my hands completely around her waist, tugging her body taut to mine.

She deepens the kiss, and I let her. I’ll always let her. My body ignites. It’s a kiss, but it’s the kiss, and all of a sudden I’m hard and desperate and obsessed with the woman in my arms, but that part isn’t new.

I glide my hand up her spine, earning a small whimper from her. That, I need more of. She presses herself tighter against me, if that’s possible—and that’s all the restraint I have.

Suddenly, my hand is buried in her hair. I’m gripping the fabric of her shirt like I have the power to tear it from her body. I could if I wanted to. But I don’t quite know if ripping her clothes is the mood I want to go for when I take her again for the first time.

I suck her bottom lip into my mouth. When she moans in response, my cock stirs to life.

Yeah, we’re going to need a bed. Now. 

This counter looks sturdy enough.

Penny pulls away, arching her neck. Immediately, my hand is around the base of it, trailing down to her chest. She watches me with heavy lids, with liquid desire as my touch lowers further and further. 

“Off,” I order.

She angles her head, flashing a tempting and sinful smile. “If you want it off, take it off.”

She doesn’t have to ask me twice. I haul the shirt over her head and toss it on the counter. My eyes skim down her body. Those beautiful, perfect tits suffocating in a black and gold lace bra.

I freeze, my eyes snapping up to hers.

She pulls her bottom lip in between her teeth, shrugging a shoulder. “Coincidence.”

“Is that right?” I ask, gliding my hand along the strap. My team colours. I highly doubt this just happened to be what she pulled out of her drawer before going to the airport this morning. 

“I might have worn it for luck,” she whispers, her throat bobbing as my hand slides to the back. I fiddle with the clasp, unhooking it with ease.

I keep it in place, my eyes skirting back to her face. “Were you hoping for luck in our conversation, or were you hoping I’d have you naked before the night was over?”

Her eyes flash, cheeks turning pink as her bra falls to the floor. “Both.”

I grin and step toward her again. I pull her to me, cupping her jaw in my hand. I never thought I could hold the entire world in my palm before, but I’ve been proven wrong. 

The world is complicated, and infuriating, and she smells like coconut and coffee. 

She leans into the touch, her eyes softening. Something about the tenderness in that look has my chest constricting.

I brush my thumb against her cheek. I feel the need to tell her again. So, I do. “I love you.”

Her eyes flutter shut. She inhales a deep breath and presses her lips to the heel of my hand. Those stormy blue eyes meet mine, but there’s a sudden flash of deep pain in them that I hadn’t been expecting. 

And then she’s sobbing. 

Fuck.

I scoop her into my arms, her half-naked body fully concealed by my own. My heart cracks in my chest, dick softening almost instantly. Too soon. Fuck, I came on too strong, too soon.

She wasn’t ready. Didn’t I learn my fucking lesson to take things slow with her?

She buries her face in my neck and clings to me, and for a second, I’m petrified she’ll run again.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, running my hand down her hair. I press a kiss to her head. “We’ll take this slow.”

“No.” She sniffles, pulling back and wiping her face. I keep my hand firmly on her back to prevent her from leaving. “It’s not that.”

I dip my chin, waiting. She can tell me in her own time. 

She lets out a shaky breath. Turning, she snatches her shirt off the counter and pulls it over her head. I already miss the contact of our skin, but she quickly fixes that when she takes my hand and pulls it to her chest, holding it there, right on top of her racing heart.

It’s beating so fucking fast.

“I’m scared,” she whispers, her voice cracking. 

Ouch. 

I hate the way those words make me feel, how deeply I want to make her feel better.

“I am too.”

“No,” she repeats with a sad shake of her head. “No, you don’t get it. This is the first time in my life I believe it when a man says he loves me. I’m scared.”

My brain short circuits. 

That is so fucking sad.

“I’m scared of that responsibility. I’m scared of fucking it up again. I’m scared that one day, you’ll change your mind, and I won’t be able to heal from this.”

“I won’t,” I urge. I take a desperate step toward her, wrapping my fingers around the nape of her neck and hauling her to me. I lower my face until we’re eye level. “That will never happen.”

“You don’t know that,” she whispers, a tear gliding down her cheek.

“I do,” I insist, nodding. “He put too much doubt in your head, baby. That’s his voice, not yours. It’s definitely not mine. You just listen to the words that I’m telling you. I love you. It’s you and me. It’s a ring, babies if you want ‘em, and tons of dogs that you’ll keep bringing home without asking. It’s WAG jackets and championship rings. It’s you becoming the CEO of a marketing firm. It’s life. Together.”

Her eyes search mine, full of tears but strong. Her lip shakes, and she nods over and over, like she’s trying to convince herself that I’m right, like she’s trying to believe it.

I raise my brows. “Okay?”

“Okay,” she says, taking in a sharp breath. “It’s you and me.”

“You and me,” I repeat with a firm nod, my thumb skimming her neck.

“Dogs and WAG jackets.” She sniffles.

I roll my eyes, laughing under my breath. Of course those are the only words she heard. 

“Pittsburgh always has good WAG jackets. I promise.”

“But I live in Canada,” she says suddenly. She reaches upward, gripping my arms like it’s the first time that thought has entered my head. 

I promise you, it’s been the only thing on my mind since she showed up at that arena.

It just dawned on her that this bubble is eventually going to pop. The world doesn’t stop just because it feels like it has for us. She lives in Canada. She lives back at home. I’m here. My life is here. This is brand new. It’d be crazy to upend our lives for something so fresh, right?

There are big conversations that need to be had. Long distance? Does she move here? If she does, does she get her own place? Would she move in with me? 

It’s all up in the air.

“It’s okay,” I say softly. Her brow is furrowed, looking at me like she’s in a trance. She nods again, but I don’t think she’s really listening anymore. “We’re going to figure it all out. We’ll change your flight until next weekend. We’ll talk about all of this, but nothing needs to happen right now.”

“Okay.”

Something in me relaxes. I believe her. I believe that she believes me. 

Okay.

“Give us a second, Lucky,” I say, cupping her face again. She reaches up to cling onto my forearms, gentler now. I lean in and kiss her mouth, loving the way this girl melts against my lips. “We have time.”

“Lots of it, right?” she asks, peering up at me with eyes that are pleading.

Fuck. My heart soars hearing her say that. 

“Exactly,” I say with a firm nod. I reach behind her and pull the wine glass in between us. “Let’s take this part slow, okay? Finish your wine. We’ll talk. We’ll go to bed. We’ll sleep in my big, obnoxiously comfy bed and wake up together. Tomorrow sounds like it’s going to be a good day.”

She takes a sip with a shaky hand. She eyes me over the rim. “Yeah, tomorrow does sound like it’s going to be a good day.”

She still doesn’t sound convinced.

“I’ll get you cinnamon buns and a hazelnut latte in the morning,” I promise.

Her eyes widen to the size of fucking planets. Her face erupts into a smile. “Really?”

“Really.” I nod.

She grins wider, and her hand slowly stops shaking. Her breathing evens out. Her shoulders eventually loosen and rest, and I realize just how fucking easy making her happy is. 

Gollum was an absolute fucking moron.

“No running this time,” I remind her.

She smiles more gently and takes another sip. “Okay.”

“I love you.”

Her eyes soften, and the impact that those three words have on her soul suddenly dawns on me. She’s used to wondering, to not knowing how the person she loves feels. She has never heard those words enough to believe them. Not with him. I’m going to ensure she hears them enough to stop being surprised every time they leave my lips.

Because I mean those words. Every fucking part of me means them. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
penny


I wake up in the comfiest bed known to man, in the comfiest arms, which happen to belong to my absolute favourite man. I smile, still half asleep, and definitely still emotionally drained from last night. But I’m also happy. 

I’m so happy.

I glide my hands over the arms wrapped around my frame. 

We didn’t have sex last night. Oddly enough, after the initial attempt, neither of us considered it. We talked for hours, almost until the sun came up. We laughed, we cried, and we rebuilt the bridges we’ve spent far too much time burning to ash. We did it with our bare hands. The pain was worth it.

I stretch outward. Declan groans, not letting me get too far. He pulls me back completely to his chest, burying his face in my hair.

“Say something so I know this is real,” I whisper.

I feel like for the last year or so, we’ve been on opposite sides of a battlefield, and we’ve both finally waved our white flags. We’ve finally found peace, and it doesn’t feel real.

“It’s real,” he grumbles, his voice husky with sleep. His lips find my cheek. “And I’m still in love with you.”

My heart takes off hearing those words. Every time he says them, my heart starts racing like those three words are the most terrifying, but beautiful words in the English language. In a way, they are. They hold a lot of power.

But I know this is where I’m supposed to be. I will learn not to fear that power.

“It’s early,” Dec whispers, his hands sliding across my stomach. Instinctively, I arch back into him. His hand snaps to my hip, stilling me. “I meant for you to go back to bed.”

I roll over, turning into his chest to look at him. Sweet god. His wavy, dark hair is messy and in front of his half-shut eyes. Those full lips pull upward in the corners when he looks at me. “I don’t want to sleep. I want you.”

“I know,” he mumbles, pressing his lips to mine. It's just a peck, so I try not to think about morning breath. “I want you too, Lucky. But not yet.”

“Why wait?” I whisper. His hand slides up my side, his arrogant smile growing at my impatience. “You’ve seen and touched every part of me. It’s nothing new.”

He reaches upward to pinch my chin with his thumb and finger. He tilts my head up to his, and I lose myself in those hazel eyes. They’re a pretty place to get lost.

“Because we’re doing it right this time,” he says in that same gravelly voice.

I hate this idea. I want his hands on me again, his lips trailing kisses down my skin. I want to feel full of him, to feel like he knows me better than anyone else ever has. It’ll be different now and I think we both know that. Neither of us are going anywhere when we come down from that high. I want to know what that feels like with him. 

I want to stay.

I’m trying not to feel that typical fear of him pulling away. I’m trying not to be scared that he’ll change his mind. I trust him when he says he’ll be here, fighting for us. I trust that he loves me.

That’s why even though I want to slide down his torso and convince him that rushing it is the way to go, I don’t. If he wants to wait, we can wait. Instead of feeding my most carnal instincts, I wind my arms around his neck and pull myself flat to his chest, throwing my bare leg around his hip. 

His big hands slide up my back, up the fabric of his shirt on my body. 

“We got this, P.”

I shut my eyes, nodding. 

We do.

He presses kisses to my temple. 

This is it for me. If this doesn’t work out, I don’t think I’ll ever try to replicate this feeling. My heart has been taken—it’s been given, willingly. I don’t want any other pair of hands to hold it but his, even if he crushes it. 

“Go back to sleep.”

“I’m not tired,” I mumble, pulling away just enough to peer at his handsome face. I brush his hair from his eyes, gliding my fingers into the swoop of it behind his ear. He looks at me like I am wondrous, and I adore it. “I remember you saying you’d have a cinnamon bun and a coffee waiting for me this morning.”

Declan’s lip twitches upward, his eyes closed. “Why am I not surprised that this is what you’re thinking about first thing in the morning?”

“And the WAG jackets.”

He lets out a sleepy laugh. “And the WAG jackets.”

“You wouldn’t break the first promise you made me, would you?” I stick out my bottom lip for good measure. 

He rests his head against his pillow, eyes slowly cracking open to study every inch of my face. His hand is under my shirt now, laying still on my waist. I hope the temptation is killing him because it’s suffocating me. 

He sighs, shutting his eyes and dropping his hand. “It was delivered earlier. It’s already downstairs. My housekeeper brought it in about thirty minutes ago.”

I fly upward, making him jump just a bit—eyes widening. We’ll revisit the fact that he has a housekeeper later.

“It’s getting cold.”

“It’s not. Go back to sleep.”

My eyes narrow at him, and he smirks, nuzzling deeper into the pillows. 

Clearly, he’s an amateur, because nobody chooses to drink reheated coffee.

“Can I eat breakfast in your bed?” 

He nods without pause, reaching up to rub the sleep from his eyes. “I do not dare to deprive you of your two favourite things in life. Go on. Grab them.”

“Will you lick the icing from my fingers?” I ask, cocking a brow.

His eyes snap open. “I’m trying very hard to keep my hands off you. Keep talking and you’ll eat it downstairs. Alone.”

I shrug a shoulder and hop off the bed. Before he can say anything else, I am sprinting full force back down the stairs to the kitchen. 

“We’re going to talk about how you didn’t disagree that you prefer coffees and pastries over me!” he shouts after me.

“Sorry, our connection is bad. I’m in an elevator! I can’t hear you!” I call back.

I hear his laughter following me down each step.

I relish in it.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
declan


“Stop looking at me like that.”

My lips tug upward. I can’t help it. I can’t stop looking at her. I was staring, actually. She has a little foam moustache from her latte above her lip and it is the cutest thing I’ve ever fucking seen. She’s working away on her laptop, her knee pulled to her chest, that honey-blonde hair in a bun on top of her head.

She’s the most beautiful girl on the planet and I’ll stare all day if I want to.

“Like what?” I feign ignorance, readjusting my hat on top of my wet hair.

Her stormy eyes snap up to me, narrowing. “You know what.”

“Not sure what you mean, P,” I say, leaning against the fridge. I just got back from practice, and I can’t lie, seeing her working at my kitchen island, in my house, comfortable and like she belongs here… it’s turning me on.

“Like you’re undressing me with your eyes,” she snaps, and dammit, she takes another sip and licks off her cute mustache. Unfair. I wanted to lick it off.

“So, what if I am?” 

She rolls her eyes. “I hardly look cute right now. I haven’t even run a brush through my hair yet.”

“Oh, now that’s where you’re wrong.” I push myself from my fridge and walk to the island, leaning onto it with my forearms. She meets my eyes, and I can envision the eye roll before it happens. “You always look beautiful. Not cute. Not pretty. Beautiful.”

I wait for the roll of the eyes.

It doesn’t come. 

Instead, she surprises me. Her eyes soften, her mouth snapping shut into a tight line.

I angle my head. I’m fairly certain I didn’t just put my foot in my mouth. So, what gives? 

“What?”

She pulls her mug into her lap, her eyes studying my face. “Nothing. You just… you’ve said that to me before.”

In the hotel room. Yeah, I remember.

“Well, I’ve thought it even before then,” I admit, and damn, do I love the way she has to swallow to force herself from reacting. 

“Why didn’t you ever say anything?” she asks. It’s barely a whisper, but it explodes through the conversation like a fucking freight train. 

Her eyes drift from her mug to my face again. 

Well, shit. That question has been weighing on her. It’s loaded. By the way she’s bracing for impact, it’s clear that she’s been thinking about this. I’ll answer it. I’ll answer anything she asks of me. As long as she doesn’t run.

I let out a long breath through my nose, not daring to lean backward and put any distance between us. 

“I don’t know if I realized what it meant all that time ago.”

That’s the truth. She was Penelope Sweeten, Avery’s best friend. She then became Penny, one of my closest friends. Then she became Lucky, a girl who I’d protect with everything I had, her existence so ingrained with my own that thinking about it in any other way besides face value was a terrifying thing.

But she’s always been beautiful. That’s never been a question. Not to me.

“What are you thinking about?” I say after a few beats of silence.

“Just wondering how life would have turned out if you had known then,” she admits quickly, and I’m damn proud of her for owning that instead of suppressing it. “If you’d known before Gavin first kissed me.”

My stomach lurches without my permission because now I’m picturing Gavin kissing her, which makes me picture other things, things that I would rather slice my fingers off with a skate than envision. 

I don’t know the answer to that question. I’d like to think the universe stepped in for a reason. Maybe, as the Tiffany situation can confirm, I wouldn’t have been ready to for Penny all those years ago. I was immature and arrogant, and a girlfriend seemed like a nightmare rather than a blessing. 

Like I’ve said four hundred times, Penny isn’t a girl you let slip through your fingers once you have her in your grasp. If I had her at twenty, or twenty-one, hell—even at twenty-five, I would have lost her.

I wouldn’t have been a good partner ten years ago. I think I would have ruined my relationship with the love of my life and regretted it for the rest of my damn life if I had known how I felt at that time. 

We just weren’t ready for each other. I think that’s okay. 

I know I’m ready now.

“You would have never given me a chance back then,” I remind her. 

Her brow cocks upward. 

“I was a little shithead, and you know it. In fact, you told me that numerous times. You saw right through me, Pen. You sniffed out all my bullshit. You know I wasn’t good enough for you when we were younger.”

Penny’s brow furrows in the middle. She leans forward, pushing her laptop out of the way and lowers her mug to the island. Without another word, she reaches for me. 

Fuck, I love seeing those hands reaching for me.

I stretch out my fingers to hers and curl my hand around her much smaller one. She squeezes once, twice, and a third time. Like she always does when she means something with her whole heart.

“I wasn’t good either. We were young.”

False. She was always good. Hotheaded and a bit touchy, but magnificent. 

“I don’t think it would have worked back then, baby,” I admit softly, brushing my thumb against her hand.

Her eyes are glued to our fingers, her chin resting on the heel of her hand. “I know. I just don’t like thinking about how much time I’ve wasted.”

With him.

That still hurts her. 

“You gave that relationship your all,” I remind her, though it kills me. “You do things with your whole heart. Can you really say you wasted any time when it led you to me?”

Her eyes flicker up to mine. I watch realization sweep over her features. 

“No. I would have put in ten more years if I knew I would end up right here.”

Can a man physically turn into a puddle?

I swallow, brushing my thumb against her hand again. “We got here at the right time. Our time. Don’t worry about the rest of it.”

“I’m trying,” she whispers.

“I know you are.”

“Be patient with me,” she says, and our gazes connect. I’m getting really tired of seeing tears in those eyes. “Please.”

I’d wait the rest of my life for her. Any part of her. She needs to start realizing that.

I slide my hand from hers, pushing myself from the island. Hurriedly, she uses her oversized sleeve to wipe away her tears. I round the island and do the exact same thing that I did the night before. I pull her out of her chair by her underarms. This time, I shove her laptop out of the way and rest her on the island, pushing myself between her legs. 

She winds her arms around my neck, her feet locking around my body at her ankles.

I stare up at her, and she meets my gaze, eyes full of tears. She doesn’t try to hide her vulnerability, and that’s not easy for her.

She’s really trying.

I slide my hands against her thighs, dragging them over my own sweatpants that look much better on her than they do on me.

“Get out of your own head,” I tell her. “Everything’s okay. That part of your life is over. It’s you and me now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop,” I murmur. “I know you’re used to waiting for the other shoe to drop. You lived in a relationship with someone who didn’t act like he wanted to be there. That’s not the case here. I’m all in. I’m here. You don’t have to worry about me waking up and abandoning you.”

Her face contorts with pain. It’s this exact moment, with her limbs wrapped around me and as a sob wrecks through her chest, that I realize the reality of the damage that was done to her. Suddenly, all those decisions and all her actions make more sense than they had. 

He changed her. 

He changed who she is as a person, and she can’t find the woman she used to be. Maybe she doesn’t exist anymore. That’s okay. That doesn’t scare me or make me doubt a single thing, but that would be a terrifying thing for her to face. 

She can’t trust anyone anymore, not even her own mind or her heart. She doesn’t trust her own judgment. She’s afraid of people leaving, or people getting tired of her, or never being good enough. She would rather suffer for the rest of her fucking life than give her heart to somebody again because when she does, she no longer believes that she’s giving it to them forever. 

In her mind, there’s an expiry date on love now, but she’s the only one who doesn’t know that date. 

He made her fear love. 

He should really start fearing me.

“I love you,” I remind her gently. “I will always communicate with you. Fights don’t mean whatever this is, is over. Being busy doesn’t mean that I’m avoiding you. Every single day of this, I promise you’ll know exactly how I feel. I won’t punish you with silence.”

The sob that leaves her ricochets right into my chest. It explodes, sending shards of that loaded bullet into every vital piece of me. I ache for her. I ache with her. How do you convince somebody that their love has always been enough when their love has never been appreciated? 

She buries her face in her hands, shaking her head.

It hurts. I’ve never felt something like this before. Fuck, is this what love is? Her pain wounds me. Her tears pierce through my armor. Her agony is my agony. I want to fix all the damage he made, but it’s not that easy. It doesn’t happen that fast. 

And fuck, I will kill him if I ever see him again.

She pulls herself into my arms.

“I don’t know why I can’t stop crying,” she whispers into the crook of my neck.

“It’s okay.” I run my hand down her back. 

I’m scared that what he did to her will have the power to ruin this. This will be good for her. I’ll be good for her. I will never hurt the woman in my arms, but I need a real chance to prove it. 

A familiar jingle interrupts the moment. 

I pause, my hand stilling on her back, but Penny whirls in my arms. She launches herself at her laptop, slamming her hands on the keys, but whatever she hit was the wrong button because seconds later Avery’s voice is slipping through my kitchen. 

“Daily coffee br—oh, there are hands on your ass.”

I groan, falling forward into Penny’s chest. They aren’t on her ass, I’ll let you know. They’re on her lower back, an appropriate place for them to be. 

“Shit.” Penny sniffles, twisting in my arms. 

I sigh, stepping back and regretfully removing my hands from her body. We aren’t done here. I have a feeling these little moments are going to be more frequent than sparse over the next little while. 

“Hi, my darling Declan,” Avery taunts through the FaceTime call. I can hear her smirk, and it takes everything in me not to flip her off. 

Penny hops back into her chair, tugging her laptop toward her. She hurriedly wipes at her face. 

“Hi, Ave,” I grumble.

“Wait.” Her tone changes then. I glance over my shoulder and see those dark eyes glued to the screen, a whiteboard behind her. Her brow is furrowed as she studies every inch of Penny’s red, splotchy face. “You’re crying. Why are you crying?” 

“I’m fine.” Penny sighs, grabbing her mug.

“You said it went well,” Avery counters and her eyes snap to a spot behind Penny. To me. I almost drop to the floor in an attempt to survive. “Did it not go well?”

“Avery,” Penny whispers, and she sounds so tired that it forces Ave’s attention back to her.

I walk up to the spot behind her, sliding my hand between her shoulder blades and up to her neck. I give her a gentle squeeze, the same way they do for each other: one, two, three times. 

Penny leans into me, and Avery deflates a bit. 

I run my thumb down the nape of her neck and lean down, pressing a kiss to her head. Just like that, she breaks again. Her shoulders shake, silent waves of worry pouring out of her. She winds her arms around my middle and buries her face into the side of my shirt. 

I watch Avery’s face and I know she is feeling the same pain that I am. Like me, Penny’s pain is also her own.

“I’m going to let you two talk.” Running my hand up and down her arm, I glance back to the screen, where Avery’s brow is furrowed, her gaze full of concern. “You got this, Ave?”

Avery has magical powers, powers different from my own. Girls are girls. They need each other. They get each other in a mystical way that men will never comprehend. She’ll understand Penny’s pain in a different way than I can. More importantly, Penny will be honest with her. She won’t have to worry about sparing my feelings. Penny needs to heal. She can’t do that while she holds back.

Avery nods, her eyes flickering up to mine. There’s no smile on her face, but there’s a look of understanding. Of gratitude. 

“I’ve got her.”

I know she does. She always has. She always will. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
penny


“Penny, talk to me.”

I sniffle again, managing to catch my breath. Running my sleeves over my face to free myself of tears, I finally bring myself to meet her eyes through the screen.

I really have to find a way to close up this dam of emotion that I somehow broke open.

“Hi,” she says, forcing a smile.

“Hey, when did you get here?” I ask in a shaky voice, reaching for my mug.

A bark of laughter explodes from her. “Don’t deflect. You said it went well. What’s going on?”

“I love him,” I whisper, taking a sip of my lukewarm latte. 

Her brow furrows. “Okay. Does he love you?”

“He says he does.”

She stares at me. “So, the answer is yes. He does. Believe people when they tell you things.”

I want to, but it’s hard. Everything is so hard. I don’t remember it being this difficult to fall in love with Gavin. I fell headfirst, without pause, and with no barriers around my heart. Everything else with Gavin was painful and empty, but the falling was so simple.

Yesterday morning I woke up and believed every word Declan said to me. Today, doubt clouds my mind like a warning.

“I don’t know if I know how to be loved.”

“Oh, Pen,” Avery whispers, and she leans forward, like she can touch me if she just reaches out a hand. “There is no right or wrong way. What you had before wasn’t love. Not like this. It won’t end the same way just because you open yourself up again.”

But what if it does? What if I have to endure losing somebody who I know I’ll love deeper than anyone I’ve ever known? We haven’t determined what this is yet. Are we dating? Are we exploring this? Either way, I’m terrified of reaching the ending.

“I’m scared of treating him horribly because my brain gets in the way.”

“You won’t,” she assures me. “If you feel like something he does or says is triggering that fear or that panic, you voice it. Tell him. Does he know why you’re upset, or did you shut down?”

Like I usually do. Build a fortress, let nobody in. People can’t hurt you if they don’t know your weaknesses. 

“He knows.” I sniffle, taking a sip of my coffee.

“I’m proud of you. That must have been hard to talk about.”

“I was okay, but I’m feeling so many things at once that it’s starting to kick me off balance. It’s starting to feel real. We’re talking about where we’ll both live, about the future. I don’t know why, but it makes me so anxious, Ave.”

“Because Gavin love bombed you,” she clarifies, and I wince. “I just want you to hear it clearly. This reaction is an exact response to the way Gavin continually let you down. You need to acknowledge that so you can observe this logically.”

The cycle scarred me. She’s right. Fighting, silence, the cold shoulder, and when it finally got to be too much, promises, kisses, and sweet talking. The good was never good because I’d always be bracing for the bad. Right now, things with Declan feel like a relief, like I’m finally getting everything I’ve always wanted. 

My brain is preparing for the downfall.

“Something bad isn’t going to happen just because I’m happy,” I vocalize. 

I’m trying to convince myself more than her. 

Avery nods, sipping her own coffee. “Nothing bad is going to happen just because you’re happy.”

“I deserve to be happy.”

“You deserve to be happy. More than anyone. You deserve to be loved.”

I shut my eyes, tears burning. “I wish you were here.”

She lets out a breathy laugh that forces my eyes open. “No, you don’t. He’s got you now. You’re in safe hands. Enjoy this, Penny. Figure it out. Take your time. Home will be here. I will be here. Even when you come home, Declan will still be there. You guys are going to figure it out, and the rest of it will fall into place.”

“What if I eventually move to Pittsburgh?” I ask, wiping my nose with my sleeve.

She rolls her eyes, waving me off. “We lived apart for four years. We’ll survive it. I won’t love it, but I’ll understand. And I’ll visit. You’ll visit too, and you know what the best part about this is?”

I take a sip of coffee and meet her eyes. “What?”

Her smile is warm, a touch of emotion in her eyes. “He’ll always come home with you.”


CHAPTER SIXTY
declan


I can’t help my smile as I leave the rink, another win under our belts, and see that pretty girl leaning against my vehicle. She flashes me a sweet smile, and though I can’t see the back of her jersey, I know that she’s wearing my name on her back.

She cocks a brow like she doesn’t know what I’m so happy about. She’s probably thinking that I’m stoked about another win. I am, but I am more excited that I get to leave here with her. 

It took me a while to get out of the rink. After all the press and the debrief with the team, she’s been here on her own for a couple of hours now. Most of the wives and girlfriends have already gone home, but not Penny. She waited here until I was done.

We’re in that stage where we never want to be too far from each other. I hope that never changes because I’m not going to lie, I love this. 

“What a game,” she says when I reach her.

I shoulder my bag, grinning. “Your man is a beauty.”

“Forker?” she asks, pushing herself off the hood. I shoot her a look of warning, but she’s steadfast in this act. “He is pretty good, isn’t he?”

Yeah, not going to happen.

I drop my bag to the ground with a thump. Her head drops to follow it, and when her gaze snaps back upward, she knows she fucked up. I stalk toward her, and to her credit, she doesn’t back away. 

“Forker, eh?” 

“He landed some pretty big hits,” she musters up, but her breath catches as I reach for her. I cup her face in my hands, tugging her to me. Her hands slide to my suit jacket. “You played well too.”

“Well?” I ask, cocking a brow. I smooth my thumb against her jaw, and her eyes flutter. I fucking have her. “Be honest about my performance, Lucky. I never took you for a liar.”

She’s silent for a second, and something sparks behind her eyes. 

“You can find the evidence of how I felt about your performance between my legs right now.”

I nearly collapse. 

I don’t know what I was expecting to leave her mouth but that was not it. My eyes widen, grip tightening on her jaw, and by the way her cheeks pink and her pupils dilate—I know she’s being serious.

Fuck.

“Watching me play turned you on?” I find the balls to ask because I need to hear her say it again. I need to burn this to memory, especially with the desperate way she’s looking at me right now.

“You want to feel?” she asks.

Fuck. Yes.

I wish we weren’t in the parking lot of the arena right now. Even in the private section, I don’t trust those lurkers with their big lenses and their need for good photos. I can shove my hand into the front of her leggings right now. I can dip my fingers inside of her, confirming that she’s being honest, but I can’t guarantee that there wouldn’t be a photo of that online by midnight.

“I do,” I groan, leaning downward to press my forehead to hers. She peers up at me through her lashes, and fuck, those eyes are going to kill me one day. “But we can’t. Not here.”

“But we will?” she asks, grip tightening on my jacket. “Tonight?” 

I need to fuck her. I thought taking it slow was the smart move, but if she’s ready, I’m fucking ready. 

“When we get home,” I promise, leaning down until my lips brush hers. “You think I haven’t been dying for another round with you? You think I haven’t been so completely satisfied with just the memory of you, that there’s been nobody else since you?”

She jerks back, and my grip on her jaw tightens to keep her there. “Nobody?”

“None,” I grumble, smashing my lips to hers. 

The immediate moan that leaves her sends all the blood right to my cock. I scramble forward, wrapping an arm around her waist to haul her to my body. Her tongue sweeps against my lips, and would I ever deny her a single want? 

Over my dead body.

She deepens the kiss, but I’m the one who loses it. I can’t think when it comes to her. The world stops. Hockey becomes just a sport. The idea of a camera in the bushes becomes a cautionary tale that means nothing. Only her. Only what she wants. And she wants me to make her come.

I whirl her around, slamming her against the side of my car. Her lips leave mine, a whimper leaving her mouth. I wet my bottom lip with my tongue, peering down at her in my jersey, pressing my hips flat to hers.

The second she feels me against her, her eyes flutter, heavy with lust.

“There is no going back,” I murmur, reaching up to place my thumb on her bottom lip. I pull it down gently, and fuck, I can’t wait to find out how that mouth feels around me. “Once we do this again, I completely belong to you like the pathetic idiot that I am.”

She nods, reaching up to wrap her hand around my forearm. She gently pulls my hand from her face and lowers it, pressing my open palm to her chest—right above her heart. It’s racing again, but for a different reason this time.

“I’ve belonged to you since you opened that red door,” she whispers. 

I’m going to come in my fucking suit.

“Fuck,” I groan, leaning downward to press my forehead to hers.

She smiles, angling her head to peck my lips. “You better get me home or we’re going to have to pull over and take care of this.”

My brows skyrocket. The idea of fucking her in my Range Rover is tempting. But no. We can’t. Not for the first time as a… whatever we are. I’m going to take my time and treat her right. My girl deserves a bed and multiple orgasms. 

“Home,” I repeat the word, stepping back.

She moves to slide by me to get in the vehicle. “What?”

“I like hearing you call my home your home.”

Her smile falters a bit, but her eyes soften. “We’ll figure that bit out.”

I don’t want her to go home. To her actual home. To our home, in Canada, where our family and friends live. I want her here. With me. I want a life with her intertwined in it. I don’t know why she’s hesitating. I wish she wouldn’t.

She squeezes my hand three times and rushes to the other side of the vehicle. 

I clear my throat, trying to force my dick to relax, and reach down to pick up my bag. 

I’m an idiot.

Of course she’s hesitating. The last time she picked up and moved her life for a guy, it didn’t work out so well. She’s finally home again, where Avery is close, and her family is within reach. She’s created a safe little life for herself. Maybe she’s just not ready to take the risk.

I’ll have to be okay with that. This is new, even if it doesn’t feel like it. We have time. We’ll make it work.

I climb into my Range Rover, risking a look at her. Those dark blue eyes are already locked onto me, a knowing smirk on her glossy lips. I can tell exactly what she’s picturing, and she knows it. She loves it. It’s foreplay without touching at all. She can get to me through my fucking mind, and that’s the sexiest thing about her.

I toss the car into reverse, immediately sliding my hand to her thigh. I haven’t really done the girlfriend thing. I have had a couple of week-ers, or a few month-ers, but even then—I didn’t feel the need to touch them when I drive. 

Her eyes flicker from my face to my hand as I reverse out of my parking spot. I hold in my laugh. Jackpot. I didn’t do this for myself, no matter how much I already love driving with my hands on her. 

Say what you want about me, but my memory is stellar. Especially when it comes to her. 

Junior year, a game of truth or dare. She was asked what her most obscure green flag is in a partner, and without missing a beat, she blurted out: “A man who drives with his hand on your body.”

All of us guys looked at her like she was nuts. The girls all nodded in agreement. I knew then that there was something us boys were missing, something about the female population that we’d never understand.

Her eyes met mine across the table, and she must have noted my confusion. 

“It’s claiming me as yours, even when nobody is around. It’s a gentle reminder that you’re still into me. I like it.”

I remembered that. To this day. If she likes it, she’s getting it. 

Her gaze snaps back to me as I push the car into drive. I flash her a smile and her eyes divert to my dimples. Yeah, I’m very aware that she gives those special attention. 

Her fingers slide across my hand, and she wraps hers around mine. We pass the security gate and I clock the herd of photographers waiting there, blinding me with their flashes. Thank god I didn’t fuck her against my car. 

Penny’s fingers squeeze my hand. Once, twice, and a third time.

I wave at the fans still gathered, but I don’t have the time to stop. Penny ducks her head a bit, but just like she did to me—I squeeze her leg. Three times. It makes her sit a bit higher, a bit more confidently. 

It takes time to get used to the circus.

I pull out of the arena, turning my palm in hers. I know she likes the thigh grab, but I feel the need to hold her hand right now. She slides her fingers through mine without hesitation. 

I glance at her again as I guide us onto the freeway.

She meets my eyes, that smile still on her lips. She lifts our hands, the back of mine facing her, and presses her lips to the skin.

“One,” I count, unable to help my own smile.

She kisses my hand again.

“Two.”

Her eyes ignite with fucking sunshine. She smiles wide, realizing that not only did I remember the thigh thing, but I also know all about the habit of threes between her and Avery. What it means. How deep that symbolism is rooted between them.

Penny presses her lips to my hand again, this time lingering. Her thumb brushes against my wrist. 

“Three,” I swallow. 

She lowers our hands to her lap.

“What else have you been noticing about me over the years, Declan Lowes?” she asks.

The light from the streetlights flicker above our heads. I stare ahead, the only place I’ll look from now on when it comes to her and me, and I admit something that I hadn’t ever realized until it became important.

“Absolutely everything.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
declan


The elevator ride up to my penthouse is quiet. We stand, untouching, watching the floors climb as the tension between us climbs with it. The air is thick, but it’s the good kind. A pleasant change from last year, anyway.

We both know what’s going to happen the second we’re inside of my place. I’m already conjuring up images of what is going to happen first, and I’m sure she is thinking about the exact same thing. It’s fucking tangible.

I’m stoked that this time, it won't matter what is going to happen first. Whatever doesn’t happen first is guaranteed to happen later. We have time. The rest of our lives, if I have it my way.

The elevator door opens. I gesture for her to enter the small hallway that belongs solely to me. There’s nobody here but us. I could take her against this wall if I wanted to.

She smiles, as if she can read my mind, tucking a strand of honey-coloured hair behind her ear, and walks ahead of me. 

I place my hand on her lower back, though she knows the way to my door. There really isn’t anywhere else she could go, but I want to guide her everywhere anyway. 

I just like touching her. 

I slide my key into the lock, pushing the door open. Before she can get too far, I wrap my arms around her from behind. I love that she’s tall. It makes it easy for me to bend my head and press a kiss right behind her ear. I kick the door closed behind me and walk into my house just like this, with my home in my arms.

Her hands find my forearms, a soft giggle leaving her lips.

“You want dinner first?” I whisper, my breath hitting her ear. She shivers in my grasp, hearing the implication. “A drink?”

“No, thank you.”

My baby is polite.

“Want to watch a movie?” I’m kidding. If she says yes, I’m going to throw myself off the balcony. Two hours without touching her sounds like a nightmare.

She turns herself around in my arms just as we reach the kitchen island, pressing her back against it. She shoots me an innocent look and curls her hands in the lapels of my suit jacket. Shaking her head, she tugs her bottom lip in between her teeth, peering up at me through her lashes, bedroom eyes in full effect.

Those fucking eyes.

I wind my arms around her waist, pressing my body to hers and trapping her between me and the counter.

“The only thing I want right now is you,” she says, and it takes all my control not to groan at those words coming from her mouth. “Going slow is fine, but I’d like to change directions now if that’s okay with you.”

I angle my head, brushing my thumb against her hip. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she whispers. Her fingers trail up my chest to my collarbone. She curls her hand around the back of my neck. “I’ve really, really missed you.”

I swallow, loving the way her eyes are glued to my mouth. Tell me that wouldn’t make any man hard. I’ve been living in agony without her. It’s nice to hear that she has been feeling the same way. 

“Should we show each other how much we’ve missed each other then?” I grumble.

“Only if you mean it,” she says, meeting my eyes. 

A dare. Another test she probably doesn’t realize she’s putting me through. 

Prove you want me. Tell me you want me. I need to believe you. Help me believe you.

“Oh, I fucking mean it,” I growl, lowering my mouth until our lips are a hair width apart. “There was never going to be anyone else after you, got that?”

Her eyes shutter. Her fingers dig into my hair. She doesn’t let me finish, she does it for me. Closing that tiny gap that I gave her, Penny presses her mouth to mine. It’s soft, sweet, and not at all urgent like I expected her to be when we were finally alone again.

But I feel what she’s just done. She’s giving me those last bits of her heart that she held back, those broken pieces that another man ruined. She’s trusting me with the shards, allowing me to be the one to help her put them back together. Her trust, her issues with abandonment, her vulnerability. All those pieces are now in my hands. 

I promise; they’ll be safe.

“You want me to take care of you now, baby?” I say, reaching up between our bodies to cup her face. She leans up against me, bracing her hands on my chest.

She manages a soft nod.

I angle my head, capturing her lips with my own. This time, it’s deeper. It’s submission. It’s giving into the temptation that we’ve been tiptoeing around for the last few days. I love her. I want her. I want to give her everything she needs.

Penny presses her body against my own, wrapping her arms around my neck and hoisting her chest to mine. I wrap my arms around her back, tugging her off the island, guiding her toward the stairs that will lead to my room—to our room, because that’s what it’ll be regardless of whether she’s in Pittsburgh or not. 

There’s no way I’ll be taking her anywhere but there for the first time. 

We climb the stairs slowly, desperate to stay connected. She lets me guide her backward, trusting me, smiling into every press of our lips. She stops mid-way and flattens herself to the wall, urging me to kiss her deeper than I can while walking up a flight of stairs.

I do. 

She’s lucky that’s all I do. 

When we finally get into the bedroom, I slide my fingers under the hem of my jersey and pull it over her head. 

“Be gentle with that,” she hisses when I toss it aside.

“I have plans for that later,” I grumble, and I do. Many. “You started a war wearing my name on your back.”

She smirks, now just in a tiny lace bra. She winds her arms around my neck again and links her fingers together. “What kind of plans?”

“You, on your stomach,” I admit, because she deserves to know the future I have planned for us, and this is definitely a part of it. “Ass in the air, my hand in the back of that jersey, my name staring up at me the same way you will be.”

Her eyes darken. “Dec.”

The corner of my lip ticks upward. “You like the sound of that, don’t you?”

“Can we do that now?” She pouts, and I reach up and press that pretty lip down with my thumb.

“No,” I say with a shake of the head, pecking her mouth again. “I’ve been dying for this day for months, Lucky. The first time I fuck you again, it’s going to be staring at that beautiful body of yours. I want to look into those eyes that have tormented me and spend an hour between those perfect legs. No jersey.”

Her eyes are wide. She nods frantically. “No jersey.”

Yeah, that’s what I thought. 

“Let me help you,” she whispers, reaching forward. She slides my suit jacket off my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor. Then, as if trying to torture me to death, her fingers slide to the buttons of my dress shirt. One by one, she undoes them, all while looking me dead in the eyes.

She’s a sadist, and I’m a sucker for it.

When she finally pops the last one, she slowly slides the shirt off my body and reaches for my belt the second it hits the floor. I grab her hands, stopping her, and she blinks up at me like a fucking angel.

“Get on the bed and get rid of those leggings,” I order.

She flashes me a smile but drops her hands. She backs up to the bed and I get to work on my belt and my zipper. 

She wiggles out of her pants and crawls onto my bed backward, eyes locked on me. The second I’m in my boxers, I’m following her. I’ll keep following her. Anywhere. Everywhere. For the rest of my life.

She perches herself on the pillows, that black bra and matching panties beckoning me. I crawl on top of her, gliding between the legs that she willingly parts for me. Two pieces of the same puzzle finally figuring their shit out. 

She rests her head against the headboard, brushing her fingers along the side of my jaw. She smiles a smile so sweet that it would bring me to my knees if I weren’t already on them.

A real, Penny smile.

This one is different. This one is just for me.

Our eyes meet.

“Hi, baby,” she whispers.

I shut my eyes, my head dropping. Something about her tone… the endearing way she’s looking at me. It’s a stark reminder of the pain that we had to endure to wind up right here. It was all for a purpose. This purpose. Us.

“Hi.”

She leans upward, pressing her lips to mine while my eyes are still closed. That’s all it takes to get me back in the moment. I’m here for a reason. Her soft lips move against mine, her tongue slides into my mouth, and her fingers scratch against my beard as she takes the kiss that she wants from me.

My girl wants to be fucked.

I’ll always give my girl what she wants.

I slide my hands against her chest, lowering my body on top of hers so that she’s pinned between me and her new bed. My fingers skim the edges of black lace. She whimpers into my mouth when I slide my fingers under the material.

It is music to my ears. It’s a jolt of lightning right to my cock.

I regretfully pull my mouth from hers, but only so I can glide down the body that has left my head in shambles. I kiss a path down her chest, between her breasts, gently biting down on the softest parts of her.

When I get to her stomach, trailing soft kisses toward the hem of her underwear, fingers wrap around my chin and pull my head upward.

“No.”

I drop my chin to her stomach, deflating inside. “No?”

“Trust me, I’d love that. You’re exceptional at that,” she says, and I can’t help but smile with vindication. “I don’t want to wait tonight. I just want you.”

I groan, pressing my forehead against her skin. I have my arms wrapped around the outside of her thighs. I squeeze to muffle my desire.

She’s going to kill me.

“I haven’t been with anyone since you and I take my pill religiously.”

My head snaps upward. “What are you saying?”

She dips her chin, fingers gliding through my hair. “No condom. If you’re okay with it.”

I almost collapse. Almost croak and die right there.

Um, yeah. I’m more than okay with it. I’ve dreamt about this more times than I’d like to admit. Being buried in her, bare and without a barrier between us. Holy fuck, I can’t imagine how much better it could get. It’s already untouchable, and that’s with the goalie in play.

“Yeah, baby. I’m fucking okay with it.” I scramble upward, kicking off my briefs. 

She’s all smiles now, the kind that lights up her eyes. She reaches around and tears her bra off, letting me work on her underwear. They’re discarded in seconds, and then she’s opening her legs for me, and I’m climbing in between them, crushing my mouth to hers.

“Let me warm you up at least,” I mumble against her mouth.

She lets out a little laugh, reaching in between us to take my hand. She brings it down between our bodies. My fingers slide between her folds, and I almost come right then and there. She’s drenched. She’s absolutely soaked, and I haven’t even touched her yet.

“You did that on the ice,” she says against my mouth.

That might be the hottest thing a woman has ever said to me.

I press my forehead to hers as I dip my fingers inside of her. Her breath hitches, and her fingers dig into the skin of my shoulders. I shake my head against hers, holding my breath at the feeling of her. She squeezes around me, and I can’t fucking believe that I get the honour of loving this woman. I watch her face, trying my hardest to pace myself. She’s warm and tight around my fingers, and my cock is aching for his turn. 

A low moan leaves her throat, and she arches up against my hand. I place a hand on her waist, holding her down, treasuring that small access she has given me to her neck. I press my lips to the column of it, gliding my tongue down her skin. My movements are slow. Teasing. I’m trying to get her to accept the pace I’m setting, even though her body is pleading with me to rush this.

“Please, Dec,” she whispers.

And then she has to go and beg for it. 

Fuck it.

I’m about to make her come on my fingers when I stop all together.

No warmup. I forgot. I got ahead of myself. Lost myself in the feeling of her. In the way her expression softens when the things that I do make her feel good. She does that to me. Makes me lose the plot a bit. She’s got to take a little blame here too. She can’t let me touch her and then expect me to remember that I’m supposed to stop.

I slowly withdraw. She’s watching me, lids heavy and eyes full of lust. She spreads herself wider underneath me, not saying a word. The ultimate invitation. To fuck her. Bare. 

Right now.

I reach down, taking myself in my hand. I’m rock hard already, aching and desperate for her. I stroke myself a couple of times, loving the way she stares at my cock like she’s hungry for it. Her tongue wets her lips, a soft noise leaving her when I curl my wrist at the head. I fuck my hand a bit longer, just so that she keeps looking at me like that. It’s worth it to watch her salivate over the piece of me that I’m about to make her come around.

“Fuck,” I whisper, growing stiffer in my fist. 

God, who knew watching someone watch me could get me off? We’re definitely going to explore that later, but that’s not how I’m going out tonight. I lean forward between her legs and line myself up against her. I can feel her warmth already. It takes everything in me not to drive into her and remind her how damn good we are together.

Soft fingers find my cheek, pulling my attention away from the area she wants me most. “No running.”

She says it to me, but it’s a reminder for herself.

Stay with me, baby. I got you. 

I nod, pushing into her just enough for her mouth to fall open. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She grips me perfectly, and the immediate tightness makes me pause to take a breath. Exactly what I expected. Exactly how good I thought she was going to feel when I finally got to fuck her again. I know what she wants from me is not this little promise of what I can give her. She wants all of it, but I need a second to adjust. I’m not ending this prematurely.

I push into her, slow, but completely. Drive all the way into her until her back arches off the bed, her fingers desperately scratching at my shoulders.

I’m not going to last.

I groan as I bottom out, head falling forward to her collarbone. My hands ball in the sheets. She feels better than I remember, and I remember her fucking fondly. 

This is the moment everything changes. This time, for the better.

The moment we commit to doing this. For real. Her and I. 

Finally.

“I need you.”

I need you.

I need you, too. 

Her moans are sweet and soft, and they feel just as good as she does against the skin of my arm when she lightly bites down onto my wrist to convey how good this feels.  

I reach up, wrapping my hand around the base of her throat, thrusting deep into her. Slow. Smooth. Rubbing up against the spots where she needs me most. The spots that I’ve craved to touch again.

“Oh my god,” she whispers. Her hands go to my forearm, and I squeeze her throat a bit, earning the biggest, ‘fuck me’ eyes I have ever seen. 

“That feel good?” I ask, watching her try to scramble for something to hold onto. I brush my thumb against the column of her throat. 

She lets out a small whimper as I pull back again. She nods quickly, her brows furrowed, mouth falling open. “Keep it slow. Just like that.”

I smile, loving the way she can explain how to please her in words. I don’t know if there’s anything more attractive than that. I can take direction, I’m fucking good at it, too. It’s the reason I made it to the big leagues. I can fuck her the way she needs me too. 

“Nice and deep?” I ask.

Her eyes shut, the talk making it ten times more pleasurable for her. 

She hooks her legs around my waist, pulling me even deeper. 

I curse, trying to hold myself together, but failing miserably at the sight of her. I can’t finish too early, not tonight, but when I look down and watch my cock slip in and out of that perfect spot between her legs, I don’t know how long I can last. 

Bare. No condom.

This is where I’d like to die.

“God,” I groan, continuing this grueling pace that has her unable to form words. She’s riding the waves of pleasure like nothing I've ever seen before. She’s lost in it, the slow push and pull of this. Desperate. Needy. I need this vision of her imprinted on my mind every time I fucking blink. “Look at you.”

“Keep going. Oh god, keep going.”

“I’m not stopping, baby,” I promise, placing a hand on her lower stomach. I gently apply pressure as I push inside of her again, and the satisfaction is instant.

The moans that leave her are like heaven, the new pressure forcing her eyes to shut.

“Holy fuck,” she whispers, clinging to my arms. “I’m going to come.”

I nod, keeping my hand steady. “Look at me.”

She’s breathing deeper, her eyes unable to focus, but she does as instructed. 

Good girl. 

She rolls her head toward me and meets my eyes. 

“That’s it, baby. Eyes on me.”

“Dec,” she breathes, nails digging into my arm. I squeeze her throat a bit again, wanting to get her there. “You feel so good.”

“Fuck,” I grumble. Those words make me want to snap my hips and give it to her the way my body needs to, but they also keep me grounded. This feels good. Don’t change it. 

I make one more push inside of her, deep and steady, and I know she’s a goner. She tightens around me, a long cry leaving her mouth. Her orgasm trickles through her in waves. She shakes underneath me, her legs trembling around my back as she comes undone.

And my fucking god, it’s the hottest thing I have ever seen.

My jaw clenches as I fight to keep the same pace. She needs to ride this out. I want her to ride this out.

When she finally starts calming, her mouth still hanging open, eyes glassy—she reaches up and grabs my chin.

“Fuck me the way you need to,” she says, her eyes dropping to my lips. I don’t need to be asked, that look was a request in itself. I smash my mouth to hers. 

“You gonna give me another one?” I ask, still rocking inside of her slowly.

“Don’t pull out and I’ll give you as many as you want.”

Another request. A big one. One that would feel like a risk I wouldn’t be willing to take with any other woman. It’s an instruction I can follow, one that makes my cock harden while I’m already buried deep inside of her.

“Really?” I ask, swallowing.

She’s asking me to finish inside of her. 

If that doesn’t drive me over the finish line, nothing will.

“Please.”

I groan, the idea of my come spilling down her thighs an image that’s too hot to pass up. I kiss her deeply again, slamming my hips against her now. Her moans flood the room, loud and breathless. I fuck her hard, her cries cheering me on, her body tightening around me with each thrust.

Fuck, she feels good.

Fuck, I love her.  

“Fuck,” I groan, the sound of our skin slapping against each other melting into my words. “That’s it. I’m close.”

“Oh my god,” she cries out. “Me too.” 

“You sure?”

Her eyes snap to mine. Pure lust. “Yes.”

Damn it all to hell.

Two more thrusts and her body tenses, nails nearly drawing blood from my arm. Feeling her come once was hard to make it through. Twice? When she’s spent, drenched, and overstimulated? Not even god’s strongest soldier could make it through that. 

I fucking lose it. My balls tighten and my hand moves from her throat to her jaw as I explode. I’m still fucking her hard and fast, my hips slamming into hers, when I spill into her. Her body coaxes it from me. 

It’s fucking heaven. 

She is heaven. 

Nothing has ever felt like this in my life. Nothing ever stands a chance at feeling like this again. I was doomed in that hotel room, and I’m doomed now.

When I finally catch my breath, I fall on top of her, kissing the sweat glistening on her neck. I move to her jaw, kiss her there. Then her cheek. Kiss her there, too.

Her arms wind around my shoulders, fingers immediately toying with my hair. There’s a gentle tug at the root, so I angle my head upward, and her lips are on mine. Slow, promising. A reminder that this time, it’s different. 

This is love. 

No running. Never again.

I reach for her, cupping her face in my palm. The face that brought me to my knees. The face that broke me. The face that somebody else hurt to the point that she didn’t believe she deserved this. That this wasn’t possible for her.

She’s my lucky Penny. Not his. Never been his. Always been a bit mine, hasn’t she?

There wasn’t a way this story ended without her wearing my last name on her back, and in her fucking wallet, and on all those cards she’ll use to spend our money. I’m not happy that he had to break her to get her here, but at least she’s here, and she made it to me safe and sound. 

I’ll spend the rest of my life loving her the way she deserves to be loved. Loving her like it’s my full-time job. I’ll love her through the pain that another man created. Love her so that she can trust herself again. Love her so that she trusts me like she’s trying to. And I’ll love every fucking second of loving her, because taking her for granted is not something I’ll ever allow myself to do.

“Should I go back and forth between home and Pittsburgh for the next little while?” she whispers against my mouth.

I nearly jolt backward. “What?”

Her cheeks flush, fingers resuming their work in my hair. “Is it too soon?”

Typically, it would be. But, not for us.

“No,” I say immediately. “Do you want to do that?”

“Can we talk about it over cinnamon buns and coffee?” she asks quietly. 

I smile, pressing my mouth to hers. “We can talk about it whenever you’re ready to.”

“I’m ready to.” She brushes her thumb against my mouth. I kiss the pad of it. “If you are.”

“Want to wait until morning?” I ask, noticing her heavy lids. I brush my fingers against her cheek, and she leans into the touch.

“Is that okay?”

I nod, kissing her softly one more time. “We have time.”

“Okay,” she whispers, nuzzling into the pillows a bit. “Tomorrow sounds nice.”

Tomorrow does sound nice.

I smile, studying her sleepy face. As much as I love the idea of me dripping down those thighs all night, I know she’ll regret not cleaning up before going to bed, and I fully intend on getting her nice and filthy again in the morning.

“Let’s go shower, and then we can get some sleep, okay?”

Those eyes flutter open. “Will you wash my hair?”

“Ah, Lucky. You know I’ve got you.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
penny


I’m curled up on the barstool, my laptop shut in front of me. Declan has practice in a few hours, but he’s all mine until then. I took the morning off to have this discussion, and he cleared his morning, too. We’re determined to make some important decisions with both of our undivided attention. 

It’s the least we can do for us.

There’s a twelve-pack of cinnamon rolls on the island and a hazelnut latte in my palms. The pastries are from a local place. Apparently, Declan searched high and low over his few years in Pittsburgh for the best cinnamon rolls in the city, just in case I ever came to visit. He claims this little place called Hunny Bunns is unbeatable. I’ve had the pleasure of tasting one already, and he’s right. This is the second-best cinnamon roll I have ever had, only losing out to Seth’s.

I sip my coffee. 

I may have overreacted a bit over the last few days, but that period of panic has now passed. With one call to my therapist and a few conversations with Avery, it’s become alarmingly clear that I’m wading through a lot of damage done to my heart. 

After bottling up my emotions for years, putting down my shield has left me vulnerable, and there is a lot of fear in vulnerability for me. Hence, all the tears that I typically do not shed, and the chronic overthinking.

But they both said the same thing: vulnerability isn’t a weakness, and my current circumstances are not my old ones.

They’re right. What Declan and I have is not the same thing that Gavin and I had. Every part of it is different. Even the woman who dated Gavin and the woman who is with Declan are not the same person. It’s time to start trusting myself and my instincts. 

His career obviously won’t allow him to move. His home and his life are here, in The Steel City. My career is much more flexible. I can relocate, go back and forth if I need to. All signs are pointing to me eventually moving to Pittsburgh, but I’ll test the waters first and make sure it’s the right decision.

I worry about coming on too strong, too fast. About ruining this before it starts. I’m not entirely sure what ‘too much’ is for something so new, but that is also dripping in so much history. 

I’ve only done one real relationship and it didn’t end so well.

Declan leans forward on his elbows, across the island from me. His cap is backward on his head, wet strands of dark hair falling to the nape of his neck, dripping on his light blue t-shirt.

Him in a backwards hat isn’t helping me focus.

“I don’t love the idea of not seeing you for weeks, maybe months at a time,” he says, laying it out straight. “I want you here. I want to be with you. The thought of you living in Canada for most of the time makes me feel a bit sick.”

My heart melts a little. Yeah, me too.

“I don’t love the sound of that either.”

“Moving is a big decision, Pen. You have to want it.” 

He says it like a warning. Reminding me that I do have the luxury of time to think about this. He isn’t rushing me. Something broken inside of me starts stitching itself back together. I have to want it. He’s giving me a choice. He’s reminding me of my agency. This plan, my future, I have a say in this.

“I know.”

“I obviously can’t move home. I wish I could.” 

“I know,” I say, reaching across the island for his hand. He gives it to me, and I do the squeezing. One, two, three. Always. “When I come for visits, would I always stay with you?”

Or should I rent a place for a couple weeks at a time? Get a hotel? An apartment?

He sweeps his thumb across my knuckles, throat bobbing. “I’d prefer you just moved here, period. Canada really isn’t that great, if you think about it.”

I breathe a laugh. “I want to do what’s best for us. Getting together and then immediately moving in with one another might be a recipe for disaster.”

It might be too fast. ‘Too fast’ set us up in flames the last time we went that route. 

He nods slowly. “Or it might be the best thing we’ve ever done.”

I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. I love his confidence in us, making up for all of the uncertain fear in my heart that he didn’t put there. “It might be.”

“We can test the waters, can’t we?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, staring at his hand in mine.

“You go home in a few days.” I ignore the way that makes my heart ache. I’ll have to say goodbye to him. Goodbye sounds like the most awful thing in the world right now. “Go home, pack some things, and come back in a week or so. Stay with me for a month or two. In this house.”

A trial run. It’s exactly what I want.

“Yeah?”

“We can figure out if it feels too fast then.” He nods, lifting our hands so he can kiss my knuckles.

“We have to be honest with each other if it is.”

“Of course,” he says, unfurling my palm and flattening it against his cheek. He nuzzles into it, and I wonder for the hundredth time how I got so lucky. How after everything I’ve done, we still wound up here. “But I need you here for the playoffs, Lucky. If I take this all the way, I need you here. I need to be able to come home to you.”

Butterflies erupt in my stomach. The idea of Declan getting everything he wants in life brings a new type of excitement. He will take it to the final. He will win that cup. I believe it with the entirety of my heart, and I wouldn’t be anywhere else the first time he lifts that trophy over his head. 

If he wants me here in those weeks leading up to it, I’ll be here. 

“I’ll come back in a week.”

His eyes light up, his head lifting from my hand. “Really?”

“We can go seven days, right?”

“I doubt it, but if that means you’re coming back and staying for a while, I’ll deal with it.”

“Okay.”

His smile is so wide that my chest ignites, warming every inch of my skin. He nods, the perfect image of an excited little kid being granted permission, and I’m flooded with certainty. Certainty that I love him. Certainty that we can make this work. Certainty that my heart is finally in the right hands. 

Declan lets out a little laugh and rushes around the island. He hooks his hands right under my arms, like he has the habit of doing, and hauls me to his chest.

“Thank god,” he murmurs. “Lucky, I would have thrown a fucking lasso around that plane and hauled your ass right back here if you said otherwise.”

I laugh, sliding my fingers under the lip of his ball cap just to run my fingers through the hair there. My favourite thing to do. He has very touchable hair.

He pulls back to look at me, and my eyes dip to those lips that I love to spend my free time kissing. 

Declan crushes his mouth to mine, hard and rough and full of so much love that I feel it all the way in my toes. 

I’m afraid of what I don’t know. The future, how this ends, how many more heartbreaks I’ll have to endure in this life. I’ve lost the strength and confidence that I once had, way back when I still had an innocent heart. I’m not the woman I used to be, but I can learn to love the woman I am now. Declan loves her. He sees her.

That fear will dwindle. I’m sure of it. With each brush of his lips and brush of his hands. I will learn to not be afraid of the unknown.

He’s reaching for his shirt that I threw on my body this morning. In a second, it’s off my frame, tossed somewhere else in the room. I’m bare underneath, fully nude, and his eyes heat, as if he had expected something different. As if he wasn’t there when I tossed it on this morning. 

He pulls me back to his mouth, his fingers digging into the slope of my waist.

I cling to him, my bare chest pressed against the fabric of his shirt. One of his hands glides up my spine. His touch is feather-light, slow, and controlled. I shiver at the feeling, breaking the kiss just as his hand comes to rest on my lower back.

He presses his forehead against mine. “I’m supposed to live through seven whole days without this?”

I interlock my fingers behind his neck, angling my head as his eyes dip lower and lower, and lower still.

“I’ll be back before you know it.”

His eyes snap back up to mine. “Promise that you’re going to come home to me.”

There’s a sting of pain at the doubt I see in his face, that I hear in his voice. I caused that. 

“I promise.”

He nods, his throat bobbing. I want to smooth those lines that appear between his brows, hold him and admit how badly I’ve wanted this, how he’s been ‘home’ for me for a long time. 

“I don’t think I’ll last seven days,” he says.

“Me neither.”

Declan angles his head. “You stopped talking to me for over a year before.”

I lean up to press my mouth to his. “And what a terrible year it was.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
declan


I swallow, running my hand down the back of my neck. My baseball cap is pulled low above my eyes, shielding me from the public. I’m trying my hardest to keep my emotions hidden from the nosy eyes around me. A bit from her, too.

I don’t like this, but I don’t want to guilt her into staying, either. 

I mean, I really don’t fucking like this.

She turns, her hand tightening around her suitcase. Those stormy blue eyes meet mine as our walk slows. I don’t want to stop walking. I know what happens once we do. When time starts moving again, she’s going in one direction, and I’m going in the opposite.

I try to offer her a smile, but it’s not easy. I don’t mean it. There’s something about seeing her fully prepared to leave me that awakens the torment of the past. She can easily choose to just stay gone. She can cut me off again. Maybe she goes home and realizes that this can’t work, that she doesn’t want to live between countries on a whim. 

I really, really don’t want her to go.

She angles her head, giving me a ‘please don’t’ look. Like if I lose it, she’s not going to be able to keep it together. It’s only seven days, but seven days feels like a lifetime after I finally got her back. 

She walks back to me, closing the minimal distance between us, and reaches up to wrap her arms around my neck. I pull her close by her waist, tugging her body completely against mine. The body that I want near me for the rest of my life. I breathe her scent in and breathe out the peace that comes with one whiff of coffee and coconut.

God, this sucks. My chest feels fucking weird. I would rather throw her over my shoulder and force her to come back home with me than dare let her step away from this hug.

“I’m going to miss you,” she admits quietly.

I nod, dragging my hands up her back. “Yeah, baby. Me too.”

She sniffs. It’s just a little sound, so subtle and so gentle, but it’s enough. I crush her to me, squeezing her so tightly that to a passerby, it probably looks like we are saying goodbye for the last time, not the first. 

I hate when she hurts. I feel the exact same way that she does, and I still wish that I can absorb her part of it.

But we have to be careful. That means doing things the right way, even when it sucks.

We’ve rushed and tried to erase our mistakes far too many times in the past. We need to do this right. Doing this right means letting her get on that plane and trusting her to come back when she’s ready.

“I love you,” she says, her voice barely a whisper.

I pull back just enough to glide my lips to hers. I kiss her, soft and gentle, but with promises in each brush of my lips. 

I’ll still be here. 

You have a home here. 

I love you so recklessly that it terrifies me. 

We can get through this first little hurdle. It’s worth the rest of it. 

Trust me. 

Don’t run.

“I love you, too,” I mutter against her mouth.

She deflates in my arms; our kisses slow and simple. When she finally pulls back to look at me, those beautiful eyes are full of worry. I wish I could show her our future. How beautiful it is. How safe she’ll be. I wish I could show her the laughter, the love, the little moments that will become my favourite memories. If only she could catch a glimpse of how this plays out in the long run. 

I want to ease her worries, but that can only come with time. 

“Seven days.”

We already booked her flight back. I will see her in seven days. I’m putting my faith in her. She’ll be on that plane.

“Seven days,” I repeat, and it feels like I’ve said those words one hundred times over the last few days, convincing myself that seven is a small number.

I press my mouth to hers again, savoring the feeling of her lips, the taste of her mocha-flavoured lip balm. When I regretfully let her put some distance between us, something clicks in my head. There’s one more thing that I need from her before I can even dream of letting her leave the country.

“Give me your phone.”

Her brows furrow. “What?”

I step back, and that frown on her mouth deepens. 

Holding out my hand, I gesture for her to put it in my palm. “Give me your phone.”

She slowly reaches into her bag and pulls out her phone. She doesn’t hesitate, she just types in her password and places it in my hand, the bright wallpaper of her and Avery staring back at me.

I let go of the body that I don’t want to stop touching and get to work. She watches every swipe of my finger, but I don’t hide any of it from her. I undo what should have never been done, opening Instagram and typing in my name. When my account pops up, I click the follow button, but something else catches my eye in the search bar.

One of her recent searches. 

My private account.

My hand freezes. I snap my gaze up to her, and she’s already smiling innocently. It looks anything but fucking innocent. I click my name and see the big, bright badge that says ‘following.’ 

“Lucky…” I say hesitantly.

“Never unfollowed that one. Never made you unfollow my account either.”

I could have been connected to her this whole time? I just needed to log into my private account that I barely use? 

Fuck, she’s kind of a sadist and I’m kind of a bonehead.

“That’s fucked up,” I tell her, locking her phone.

She shrugs, taking it from my hands, but pulling me to her body by my waist in the same movement. She smiles up at me like the fucking angel she is. 

“I couldn’t let you go completely, no matter how hard I tried.”

A long breath leaves my nose, but I wrap my arms around her shoulders anyway. 

“I don’t want you to go.”

“I don’t want to go, either.”

“Then don’t,” I whisper, leaning down. I brush my nose against hers, keep my mouth a hair length from hers to tease her, to make her remember how badly she wants this.

“Just remember the shower this morning if you miss me too much.”

I groan, fisting my hands in her jacket. I tug her even closer to me, resting my forehead against hers. I hope nobody has spotted me and chooses to take a picture of this moment. I am definitely bricked up right now. Might be close to fucking getting on my knees and begging her to stay, too.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about that,” I murmur. 

“Good,” she says, sliding her lips against mine in one, long press of our mouths. This one feels like the end of a sentence. This one feels like goodbye, and god, if that doesn’t kill me. She pulls back, sliding her hands against my jaw. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Lucky.” I slide a hand against her waist, under her coat. “One more.”

She smiles wide, the beautiful kind that reaches her eyes and makes her whole face light up. I bend her backward in my arm a bit and kiss her. I can’t get enough. I want these lips in my pocket. I want to carry them with me everywhere and have them when I need them, and I’ll always need them.

“I have to go,” she whispers. 

“I know.”

“Seven days.”

“Seven days. Tell the crew I say hello.” 

She winds her arms around me, hugging me close. I squeeze her frame against mine, trying to memorize the feel of her to relive it over the next week. Every imprint of her skin, all the curves of her body. 

In seven days, I’ll have the real thing again.

It’s going to be a long week. My house and heart will have never felt emptier. But we can do this. I know we can. I just don’t fucking want to.

I’ve got to let her go. What’s the saying? If you love something, let it go, and if it doesn’t come back, it was never yours in the first place?

She better come back. She’s absolutely mine.


june




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
penny


“I’ll get it!” I scream, barrelling through the kitchen and past Declan to get to the front door of his condo. Well, our condo. Kind of. I came back months ago and never really left. It’s been good, jumping right into this. No part of me wants to run. None of it feels fast.

My socked feet slam against the hardwood floor. Declan watches me sprint past the island, a glass of water held to his mouth, brow cocked like I’m insane. He hadn’t even moved to answer it, but I’m still racing to beat him to the door.

There’s a couple of faces out there that I have been dying to see.

I swing the door open and scream. 

Avery screams, too, throwing her arms around me with that serial killer grip that I have missed more than anything. I smell coffee, and for once, it’s the least exciting thing in the doorway. I just care about holding her and being able to see those eye crinkles in real life again—the way they’re supposed to be seen.

“I missed you,” she breathes into my ear, genuine relief in her voice.

“I missed you, too,” I admit, feeling that wave of emotion that comes after not seeing Ave for a long while. I pull back, pressing a kiss to her head, before kissing twice more and reluctantly letting her go. 

There’s a long list of people in this doorway that I must hug, as much as I’d like to stay wrapped up in Avery’s short little arms for the next hour. That’s what happens when your boyfriend makes it to a final. Instead of going home to visit, your friends come to see you. 

All at once. 

The whole crew.

I have been counting down the days until this moment.

I hug them one by one, like little ducklings in a line. Wyatt is last, a warm crooked smile reaching those dark eyes. 

I beam up at him, my chest flooding with light at the sight of him, here and whole. I breathe a bit easier seeing him in the flesh. It’s been torture being so far from him. I reach up to place my hands on his cheeks, ignoring that burn of emotion behind my eyes. 

If there is one reason that I feel guilty about rarely going home, it’s because I left him. It is because I am not there to make sure that he’s okay each and every day, to gauge all of that in person. It is because I’m not available to love him when he needs me to.

“Hey, Wy.” I smile.

He rolls his eyes.

“Don’t get sappy,” he warns, pulling me to his chest. 

Always the best hugs.

“How are you?” I ask, refusing to let him go. I snuggle in closer, burying my face in his jade-green sweatshirt. 

“I’ll be better when you let me walk through that door to see the happily ever after you finally let me have.”

I shoot him a look, gently swatting his chest. I’ll pretend to be offended, but we both know that I’m not. He was right all along, really. How can I be angry with him? He led me here. He guided me home.

When I got back to Canada, I told the whole crew that Declan and I were officially together, even though they had all pretty much pieced that together by then. Avery and Seth were thrilled, but Wyatt? Wyatt cried. He was so damn happy that his best friends were happy. He cuddled up with me on the couch and said that he was going to miss me but told me point-blank that I needed to get my ass to Pittsburgh.

He was giving me permission that he didn’t think I needed but knew that I’d want. I couldn’t leave without knowing he’d be okay. I am his emergency contact. I should be there for him if an emergency arises. 

But he told me to go. In fact, he begged me to. So, I did.

“How far away is the hotel?” I ask, ushering him through the doorway. 

Until the game is over, they’ll be staying at a hotel to give Declan the space he needs to keep his head in the game. If it goes to game seven, we’re going to have to figure out our next moves. The second the final is over, though; they’re hauling their stuff here for a few days. Win or lose.

They have tickets for the next two games, but it could be a win on Monday. 

My god, he could win on Monday.

“Five minutes or so.”

It is going to be a win. I feel sick thinking of the other option. Declan will put on a brave face if he loses, but it will kill him. He’s going to hold that cup over his head one day. Multiple times, probably. I’d just love it if the first time was Monday.

When Wyatt and I step inside the penthouse, EJ is vibrating with excitement and holding Declan hostage in his arms. Declan’s eyes meet mine over his shoulder, softening when they find me. His gaze slides up to the man beside me, and that look twinges with a bit of unspoken pain.

My chest aches at that look.

Dec hasn’t seen Wyatt in person for months.

Declan untangles himself from EJ, and I unwind my arms from Wyatt just in time for Declan to smack into him. Wyatt stumbles back a bit, letting out an airy laugh, but when I hear soft, muted words seeping from their embrace—the energy changes.

Wyatt’s eyes slide shut. He wraps his arms around Declan’s back, gripping the fabric of his crewneck sweatshirt. 

I don’t know if we’ll ever be healed from what happened that night, but we can try. We try every day. 

Deciding to give them a moment on their own, I join the rest of the crew in the living room.

Tiffany and Lauren are looking around, never having been here before. Pride radiates from Lauren, talking about how excited she is to brag to her brothers about all of this. 

Tiffany looks bewildered, but her lips pull back into a stunned smile. 

Avery and Seth are already sprawled on the couch like they live here.

“Dec’s schedule is pretty hectic the next few days, but we can go out and have some fun while he’s working.”

I’m slowly getting to know Pittsburgh, and me and this city are starting to love each other. I mean, how could we not? We share the same heart. 

It’s six-foot-two, has charming eyes and gorgeous, irresistible dimples.

EJ lifts his thumb into the air, flopping down onto the loveseat.

“I cannot believe he’s in a final,” Seth huffs, shaking his head.

I smile, leaning against the wall and crossing my arms in front of myself.

“I have annoyed my students all week by talking about my friend, Declan Lowes,” Lauren says. She snorts. “They get so mad when I call him that. They all demand that I call him Lowesy.”

“Where are his parents staying?” EJ asks.

They flew in a couple of days ago. Like all the people in this room, pride drips from them every single time they talk about Declan. His mom can barely talk to either of us without getting emotional. It’s tangible, but it’s stressful. I couldn’t imagine the pressure. 

Declan pretends it’s fine, but it’s eating at him. It’s heavy on his shoulders. He’s been quiet. Focused. It’s how he operates, tightening up his mental strength while working on his physical game. For his most important stretch of games of his career thus far? That focus is intense.

He’s been in the league for a bit now, and he has yet to win the cup. That alone is crazy, all things considered, because he’s Declan Lowes.

He and I have barely even talked over the last week or so, but I get it. I understand him. He needs to self-meditate to prepare, to alleviate the pressure he feels. He needs a lot of solitude to be in the right mindset to perform at his best. He’s so strict on it that he’s even been sleeping in the guest room. 

It kills me, but the payoff will be worth it.

“They’re closer to the arena.”

They wanted to be close to the rink rather than the condo. They know Declan’s pregame behaviour and what he needs better than anyone. They’ve been dealing with it since he was a kid. 

“They’ll be at dinner tonight.” Declan’s voice emerges from right behind my ear. He leans downward, wrapping his arms around my middle, and rests his chin on my shoulder. 

I slide my hands over his, turning my head to look at him. He smiles so sweetly that it sends my heart right to my throat.

I love this man. Have I mentioned that?

“Hi,” he mumbles with a smile, eyes darting to my lips. Dimples in full effect.

“Hi,” I answer, pursing my lips in a request. He presses his mouth to mine, giving me a gentle squeeze.

“Fuck, this should be weird, shouldn’t it? It’s like watching my sister kiss my brother.”

Our gazes snap to EJ, who is looking at us with both warmth and mild disgust.

“It’s cute,” Avery corrects, with an edge to her tone. “Our friends are in love.”

“With each other,” EJ clarifies, gesturing to us like anyone would be confused about who he’s talking about. “Weird.”

“Shut up, Eej.” Wyatt sighs, coming from the kitchen to stand next to us.

“D,” Seth says. Declan, who is still wrapped around me, glances his way. He nods for him to come to the couch. “Come here for a second.”

Declan presses a kiss to my hair and untangles himself from me. 

It’s a sight that warms the coldest parts of me. The love of my life, walking through our home toward all our closest friends, spread out on his enormous sofa like they belong here. 

It feels more like home than it ever has. 

Declan drops down onto the ottoman, resting his elbows on his knees. He holds out his hands between his legs as if to say, ‘What do you want?’ 

I smile at the faux impatience. 

“Ten bucks he cries,” Wyatt mumbles beside me, bumping me with his hip.

“That’s a losing bet,” I say out of the corner of my mouth. “No deal.”

Seth grins at his best friend, reaching down to rummage in the bag by his feet. He digs inside and pulls out a perfectly wrapped present. Gold wrapping, black bow, the number 33 written across the paper in perfect, block lettering. 

I know Avery’s talent by heart. That’s an Avery-wrapped gift, all done by hand.

Declan’s eyes drop to it, brow furrowing.

“We’re so fucking proud of you, buddy. You made it to a final. You might win a cup. This is everything we have all dreamed of at one point and you are living it. Do you know how incredible that is?” Seth asks. 

I rest my head against the wall, watching his reaction. My heart clenches at the raw emotion that washes over that perfect face. 

He stares at the present, nodding slowly, but making no move to unwrap it.

“Do you know how incredible you are?” Avery adds in a tone so soft, it’s almost a whisper.

Declan swallows, trying to wrestle away the emotion that hits him. He lets out a long breath, eyes locked on the ground.

“Meh,” Wyatt says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “He’s alright.”

Dec chuckles, rolling his eyes. 

“We can’t wait to celebrate with you, regardless of the outcome. Mark my words, none of us doubt you for a second, but this is a win no matter what. We want you to know that, and that we’ve been behind you every step of the way since day one. All of us. This fucked up little family we’ve built will be screaming at the top of our lungs, brother,” Seth says.

EJ barks a laugh. “A fucked up little family that apparently can’t stop fucking one another. What’s that saying? The family that fucks each other stays with each other until the bitter end?”

Avery and I shoot him a look.

He grins but lifts his hands in the air in surrender. 

Seth slowly reaches over and passes Declan the gift, ignoring EJ’s antics.

Declan clears his throat. He shakes his head like he doesn’t know how to accept words that are so kind, never mind a present that’s attached to them. Their kind of love is usually banter, not words of affirmation. 

But this is different. This is another moment where everything might change.

“I don’t need a gift,” he finally says.

“No.” Seth nods. “But you deserve one. It’s nothing special, and it’ll never repay your generosity, but we wanted to do something for you. Just open it.”

I know what this is, though I’ve had to keep it a secret. 

I know how much Declan paid for the tickets to have his friends and family here, and oh my god, but he didn’t even bat an eye. It was never a question. If he was making it, they’d all be here to see it. We’d all be here. Never mind the fact that he’s fully prepared to get everyone tickets to game seven across the country if it goes there. He’s even going to pay for their flights. 

The thought that went into this gift has just as much worth as those tickets.

It will be priceless to him.

Declan sighs, his discomfort evident. He slowly unwraps the bow and pulls the lid off the box. I can’t see what’s inside, so I study his face instead. His eyes soften, his fingers stilling. 

“Guys,” he whispers.

Avery smiles, curling up into Seth’s side. She winds her arms around his and snuggles in close, resting her cheek on his bicep.

Declan pulls out a bottle of champagne first, huffing a laugh. After a second, he turns it around so that I can see it. The label around the bottle is filled with various photographs of Declan’s hockey career. From childhood to the big leagues. From needing a walker on the ice to becoming faster than lightning.

I smile, but I know it’s the other piece that is laying in that box that has him nervous. He reaches in, pulling out the thick book that Avery and I have been working meticulously on. The front page is blank, except for his team’s logo, Declan’s name, and his jersey number. 

He opens the first page, and the first letters that he sees are the ones from his parents. He immediately slams the book shut and shakes his head. He lets out a pained laugh, tilting his head back to force away the tears. It’s a lost cause. His eyes are flooded with them.

My throat tightens, but the smile on my face is real.

Seth reaches forward to pat his knee. “There are letters from everyone you’ve ever impacted in there. Your parents, your coaches, your fans. Us. You don’t have to read them now, but they’re in there when you want to.”

“Fuck you guys.” Declan shakes his head again, laughing as he clears his throat. “I was doing well, too. I haven’t cried once.”

I have. More than once.

“We’re proud of you,” Lauren says.

“Enough.” Declan blinks, lowering his head. He runs a hand over his face, adjusting his ball cap. “Thank you, guys. I really can’t do this now. But… thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Seth says with a small smile.

Declan’s eyes dart to mine, still desperately attempting to blink away his emotion. He smiles when he finds me already watching with tears of my own.

“You write me something, Lucky?”

I shrug a shoulder, smothering an innocent smile. 

His lips slowly pull upward. Dimples appear just like I spend every waking moment wishing they will.

“See?” EJ says, throwing up a hand. “Weird.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
penny


“Stop. You’re making me nervous,” Wyatt hisses.

Yeah, well, guess what? I’m terrified, and I’m about to puke all over the lady in front of us with a perfectly styled black bob. She’s probably someone’s mother and I’m going to have her picking chunks of fries out of her hair for the duration of three periods of professional hockey.

“I’m going to be sick,” I whisper to him because I’m done pretending that I’m calm, cool, and collected. Now that Declan isn’t around, it’s all coming out.

I’m vibrating. I haven’t slept in two days. Walking into this arena with my friends and Declan’s family, it feels surreal and oddly disgusting. How do people live a life like this? Who wants to have to endure this feeling multiple times? I’m terrified for him. Terrified and so proud that my stomach is as out of whack as my heart is.

I kept my distance this morning because he needed it. But, even without being too close, his nerves were evident. He could barely get ready without his fingers slipping. He couldn’t do up his tie without my help. 

I dressed him, smoothing my hands down his face. I pressed my forehead to his, and we stood there, our hands on each other, and breathed for a few, long seconds. Together. Whatever way the wind blows, however this ends, we’ve got each other.

“Bring it home, baby,” I whispered. 

Declan nodded against me, reaching up to splay his fingers against my jaw with shaking hands. He kissed me softly, slow and lingering. “I will.”

Then, he left, and his phone has been off ever since, as per his pre-game ritual. I haven’t spoken to him. I don’t know how he is feeling. I don’t know if he needs a pep talk or a hug. It kills me, not being able to be there for him the way I know how to be, but I know he will pull this off.

He is Declan fucking Lowes. 

Me, on the other hand? The one who isn’t lacing up her skates and is not about to play a life-changing game? I want to absolutely keel over and die. 

“He’s lightning,” Wyatt reminds me, nudging me with his shoulder. “He’s got this.”

He is, and he does. 

I have the utmost faith in him and his team. They are an unbreakable unit, and if everyone does the same things they’ve been doing all season, it’s in the damn bag. 

Pittsburgh had a few tough years. Their team experienced some losses and injuries and their dynamic suffered for it. It’s why Declan has never made it to a final, despite being so talented. 

If the team isn’t working like one, it’s a losing team.

After their previous coach was fired two years ago, things started to shift, and it was for the better. They became the team that they needed to be. A unit. They rose from the ashes and worked their asses off to become the force we are watching today. 

They deserve this win.

Declan is his own talent. Forker and Black have their special brand of magic, too. They also have Lark Waters in net. He’s having the most incredible rookie season of all time. He is a wall, completely immovable. He might be hoisting the cup over his head after his first season in the league.

Plus, they have Saltzman. Declan says he’s a hard guy to talk to, but he’s effective as hell as a captain. He has whipped them into shape over the last year, cementing how close they are to the one thing they’ve all individually wanted in their lives.

They’re more than a team now.

They’re brothers.

We’ve got this. 

“We need booze,” Avery mutters beside me.

She and I finished our ciders far too quickly. They lay empty at our feet. 

Declan’s parents' seats are a little closer to the glass, and as sad as I am that I won’t be able to share this moment with them, there’s something special about being in the stands with just our little crew. 

From college to the pros. To a final. We get to watch Declan step onto the ice and potentially hoist that famous cup over his head by the end of this game. In a short time, he’ll either be a winner, or we move to a game seven. 

College Penny still cannot believe she’s standing here. College Penny and current Penny are so proud of that little jerk she befriended all those years ago. Current Penny cannot wait to kiss those lips again when this is all over.

College Penny is probably horrified at that thought.

The lights darken and flicker. Music erupts through the speakers. The crowd absolutely explodes, and I suddenly can’t feel my hands. I don’t know if my feet are still there, either. 

This is it. 

My god, this is it.

The second Declan slides into view, gliding onto the ice in front of Forker, I lose my breath. My hand snaps downward, snatching Avery’s fingers with my own. 

One, two, three.

Without looking at each other, lock our pinkies and say the mantra we used to say in college under our breath: “we already won, we already won, we already won.”

When we reach up to kiss our fingers, it does nothing to ease the nerves. 

Declan skates in circles, his face stern and focused. He stays near Forker as they glide past the glass. Forker talks, but Declan doesn’t utter a word.

“Shit,” Wyatt mutters, taking a swig of his beer. “I think I’m scared.”

“You shouldn’t be,” EJ says, eyes glued onto number thirty-three as he takes his spots in line, shoulder-to-shoulder with his team. “He’s not about to lose with his lucky Penny in the stands.”

I smile, reaching across Wyatt to smack him in the arm. 

Declan looks around the arena, his helmet resting against his hip, hair flowing backward. He shifts on his skates, tapping his stick on the ice nervously, chewing his mouthguard as it hangs out of his mouth.

He scans the crowd, an unusual move for him. His focus usually stays on the ice, but he’s taking this in. Which is what he should do. It’s what I told him I wanted him to do when I was reminding him that this moment matters regardless of the outcome. 

His gaze skirts over our section. I’m not sure if he can see us, but we all wave anyway. We’re close enough to see those hazel eyes, so we’re close enough for him to spot us. 

Declan breaks into a smile, still chewing on his mouthguard. He dips his chin as a way of saying hi. His eyes slide to mine and stay there. 

He sees us. 

He sees me. 

I mouth three words to him, not caring if he can make them out.

I love you.

I love you so much, no matter how this ends. I’ve loved you in a way I have never known possible. I’ve loved you in the moments I’ve tried not to, and I’ll love you from every moment onward, win or lose. Loving you is easier than breathing. Loving you is my winning game.

It’s time to get yours. 

Declan’s throat bobs, and he reaches up to his chest, hitting his gloved fist over his heart, eyes still glued to me. 

Once.

Twice.

A third time. 

I love you, too.

The announcer comes over the speakers, and Declan’s attention returns to the ice. I keep Avery’s hand in mine, but reach for Wyatt, too. As the national anthem blares through the speakers, I shut my eyes and try to breathe. 

I want this for him. 

I want this for him more than I’ve ever wanted anything. 

My head is spinning, but I force myself to open my eyes and watch the puck drop. I will watch every moment of this game, every move he makes toward getting what he wants. What he deserves. 

Because he will.

I have a feeling this won’t be the last time we see him thriving in a final, but it is the first. 

Declan always gets what he wants in the long run, and I don’t think there’s anything he’s ever wanted more than this.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX
penny


Overtime.

I’m clinging to Avery and Wyatt so hard that I might be cutting off circulation in both of their bodies. I wouldn’t be surprised if I looked down and their fingers had fallen off.

Over. Time.

How is this possible? How can it all come down to one, uncertain moment?

I might pass out, or puke, or maybe just die. I’ve been on edge all game, but when the third period ended and the score was still 3-to-3, the world went all fuzzy. It’s too close. I get no comfort out of it being this close, and it’s very clear that everyone in this arena feels the exact same way.

If my heart wasn’t safely in Declan’s hands, it would be in my throat.

I remind myself over and over that Declan is magic. There is no way I can even pause to doubt that magic. The way he, Forker, and Boston work together is indescribable. They’ve been a force to be reckoned with tonight. 

Forker has that look in his eye, the one that Declan has named ‘The Beast.’ Nothing is going to stand in the way of him and that cup, either.

Pittsburgh has been maintaining control of the puck and they look strong, but still, I don’t think a single person in my row is breathing.

Seth hasn’t stood up in three minutes. His elbows are on his knees, eyes wide and unblinking, hands covering his mouth. He’s peeking in between the people in front of him, too terrified to move.

EJ is hopping up and down like a damn bunny.

I try not to look at them, not to focus on them. I keep my eyes on the ice, on number thirty-three.

Forker snaps a shot to center ice, which Boston seemed to be waiting for. Black drives down the ice, too big to be that fast, but barrelling past other players anyway. He’s heading right for the goal, and the entire arena goes so still that everything seems to go silent, even though it’s deafeningly and intolerably loud. This is definitely not a typical ‘Boston Black’ play.

There’s a shout, and just before Boston moves to take a shot, he slaps the puck to the left, where Declan has just arrived, seemingly out of nowhere. 

I suck in a breath, tugging Avery and Wyatt’s hands as I try my hardest not to look away. 

Declan shoots the puck so fast that it’s hard to track. The goalie makes a very quick attempt to catch it with his glove, but it’s too late.

It’s too late.

It soars over his glove and hits the back of the net.

Pittsburgh wins the cup.

The scream that leaves me sounds like it’s ripped from someone else’s throat. It tears through me like a reflex, and I can’t stop it. I jump up and down, shouting nonsense at the top of my lungs, clinging to Avery like she’s my only anchor. 

My anxiety explodes into fireworks and washes away into a wave of uncontrollable emotion. 

He did it.

My screams finally taper off into cries of disbelief as Declan, Forker, and Boston collide at center ice, hollering to each other, their shouts somehow still audible over the crowd.

I let Avery go, and she collects Lauren and Tiffany into a hug.

Wyatt and EJ are openly crying, their arms wound around each other. They’re staring out at that kid they met in their first year of college, the one they all knew would wind up here one day, with so much pride. 

He’s Declan Lowes, number thirty-three, a legend in his own right. But right now, to these three boys, he’s their college teammate with an arrogant smile and a sharp tongue.

He was their brother first.

Seth is still seated at the end of our row, his head still in his hands, eyes glued to the ice with a look of pure shock. 

“He fucking did it,” EJ breathes.

I reach for Wyatt’s side, desperate to just hold on to someone. He drops his arm around my shoulders and tugs me close. 

“He did,” I say, tears falling now. I make no move to wipe them away. They’re the good kind of tears.

“He’s a Stanley Cup champion,” Wyatt murmurs in awe.

“Don’t tell Avery this, but this day will beat our wedding day and the day my first kid is born.”

It’s Seth’s first words in hours, and none of us scold him for it.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN
declan


I’m physically side-stepping people who try to talk to me. I did one interview, but for the life of me, I can’t remember what I said. I just won the fucking cup. I hoisted that thing over my head. All my dreams just came true, and I need a second to wrap my head around it.

I don’t want to talk to reporters, even if it was my final shot. Talk to Saltzy. He’s good at this. He cares more about those moments than I do. He always knows what to say, anyway. I’ll probably say the word ‘fuck’ twenty times in twenty seconds.

The eight-year-old kid inside of me is screaming, throwing his gloves in the air, and holding his water bottle over his head like it’s the trophy.

I can’t stop these tears from burning at the back of my eyes.

I did it. 

We did it.

I will enjoy every second of this with the team later. And boy, do I want to hug the fuck out of those guys for the next two weeks straight. We’ve already had our big moment at center ice, but there will be more of those. Forker and I shared a few stunned tears, unable to speak much. Boss was there too, but that man doesn’t cry. His smile lit up the whole fucking room, though.

There will be press and parades, and all the other shit that comes along with a win. Until then, there’s only one person that I want to see. She’s the only one I need to look dead in the eyes and hear her say that she’s proud of me. I want to be a man who can do the things he sets out to do.

And fuck, I did it.

I look around. Wives, girlfriends, siblings, parents, kids—they’re all slowly climbing onto the ice and rushing to their player. Forker’s sister nearly wipes out, trying to push her parents out of the way so she can get to her big brother first. Her big, blonde ponytail swishes when he scoops her up and spins her around.

Where is mine? 

I look for her honey-blonde hair, for those eyes that I can find in any crowd, and pray she didn’t stay up in the stands with the rest of the crew to give me whatever kind of time she thinks I might want.

I turn in a small circle, my new hat that brands me a champion sat on top of my soaking wet hair. I feel her. I feel her eyes, the weight of her gaze. She’s here. She’s close. I search through the chaos until I find her, leaning against the boards in her customized jacket, waiting for me away from the rest of the crowd. 

She stays leaning on her elbow but cracks a smile. As if this is any other day, she raises her hand and wiggles her fingers at me in a wave.

I stop, my heart stilling in my chest. A smile slowly grows on my lips.

There’s Lucky.

I’m barrelling across the ice before I can process another thought, and she’s pushing herself off the boards, trying to run to me in those boots. I get to her much faster than she’s capable of moving, skidding to a stop just as I reach her. She leaps into my arms, and I catch her under her thighs. She wastes no time; I don’t even get to see her face before she’s crushing her lips to mine. 

And now I’ve really won.

Her hands are splayed on my cheeks. Her mouth moving against mine in a way that always makes my stomach flip around like a damn kid. I taste her tears, or maybe they’re my own. It doesn’t matter. What matters is her. What matters is us. What matters is that I already won the world when she showed up in Pittsburgh, but now that little boy playing in the Pee-Wee’s won something, too.  

The happiness that I feel in my bones right now is incomprehensible. 

Penny pulls back just enough to look at me. Her smile is so wide that I’m going to melt into the ice beneath my feet. She sweeps her thumb against my bottom lip, those storm clouds in her head searching my face like something is different about me now.

“My Stanley Cup Champion,” she says, and my god—if that doesn’t get my dick hard.

“All yours, baby,” I remind her, my voice cracking a bit. 

“You bet your ass you’re all mine,” she agrees.

She leans down, kissing me again. This time it’s slow. This time, I feel all the worry, stress, and undeniable happiness that she feels just as profoundly as I do. This was a team effort between me and the boys, but it was also a team effort between her and I.

I don’t think people realize what the wives and girlfriends have to put up with during the playoffs. It’s not for the faint of heart.

Camera lenses click repeatedly somewhere nearby. I have no idea if they are aimed our way, but I’d put money on it. I don’t care. We just won the cup, and I finally won my fucking girl. Let the world know.

I move to deepen the kiss, but Penny laughs instead, pulling away with a gentle shake of her head. She gives me a look like I’m playing naughty, and I can’t help but smirk at the silent scolding. Too many eyes around for me to shove my tongue down her throat and feel her up over those absurdly tight jeans.

I set her down, our heights drastically different on skates. She clings to the front of my jersey, not letting me get too far. Like I’d allow that. No, I keep her face in my hands. We aren’t even talking, but the way we’re looking at each other is enough. There’s so much being said without a single word being spoken and that, I think, is what love really is.

“I’m so proud of you.”

My eyes flutter shut. Yeah, that’ll do it. 

I pull her to my chest, knowing that if I keep staring into those eyes, I’ll lose it completely. 

I’m so proud of you. 

Those are words I’ll never tire of. I will strive every day of my life to make her proud. I will root for her to reach her own goals the way she does with mine. I will be her biggest fucking cheerleader until I’m ninety-two and forget my own name. Even then, I’ll look across the senior’s home and see those stormy blue eyes and fall in love all over again. 

Every day. Even if I don’t remember.

“Sweet, sweet, Sweeten!”

Penny pulls back, wiping her eyes.

Forker glides toward us—hat backward on his head. Pen smiles at him like they’re old buddies. Reaches for him like they are too. I guess that’s what a week of scheming together gets you. He hugs her, his eyes darting to me, and keeps his hands at a polite height on her back.

“Congratulations! You must be on cloud nine,” she says, slapping his back.

“Sweeten?”

All three of us glance toward Boston as he slides into our circle. Dark, long hair. Green, lethal eyes. Stupidly handsome and stupidly looking a bit too closely at my girl.

“Hi,” Penny says, her smile lessening a bit as she meets his hard stare. “I’m Penny. Lovely to finally meet you.”

She holds out her hand, and Boston’s eyes drop to it. Seconds pass, and I feel my blood start to boil. He looks from her hand to my face, a million little questions dancing in his eyes.

If he doesn’t shake her hand in the next two seconds, I’m going to be swinging at my teammate right after he assisted my championship goal.

“Penny,” he says slowly.

My jaw ticks. 

Shake her fucking hand, Boss.

“Yeah,” I snap. “Penny. My girl.”

Boston’s brows skyrocket, but he turns his attention back to her. Thankfully, he reaches out and takes the hand that he left hanging there for a bit too long for my liking. He gives it a firm shake, studying her carefully—like she’s a mysterious puzzle that he is suddenly desperate to solve.

“Nice to meet you, Penny,” he says.

If she wasn’t in front of me, I’d ask what the fuck his deal is. But she’s here, and by the way her smile wavers, I can tell she feels this less-than-warm reception. I’ll be damned if Black ruins our moment for whatever the hell this is.

“Congrats,” she continues, dropping her hand. She’s suddenly acting like a shell of herself, and I don’t like it. “You guys were incredible. Nice assist at the end there.”

“Thank you,” he says, smiling tightly. He turns to me, angling his head like he can’t figure her out. He doesn’t voice it. He just slides forward and clasps his hand on my shoulder, tugging me into his chest. 

“You good?” I mutter into his ear, not bothering to hide the bite in my voice.

He laughs under his breath, not pulling away. 

“Fantastic. I’m just wondering why you put my ass through hell this year if the reason for it is wearing your name on her back right now.”

I let out a breath of relief. There is no malice. He’s just confused and is piecing all of this together. I hadn’t necessarily shared the news with anyone but Forker, and Boss doesn’t have a girl that Penny would have gotten to know over the past few months of sitting with the other wives and girlfriends. With the finals so close, it’s not like we wanted to pull back on practices or drills, either. Plus, I really didn’t think Boston cared about the particulars. I figured he just cared about the win.

“Introduce me to your friends!”

Boston pulls back just as a leggy, little blonde confidently strides up to her brother. Clad in a leather jacket and heels that are not built to be on ice, Ariana Forkerro enters our circle. She cocks an angled brow at her brother, hands planted firmly on her hips, but when she looks around the ice, she’s looking nowhere but the man beside me.

“No.”

Ariana smirks, placing her hand on Forker’s arm, all but ignoring him. “Hi, I’m Ariana. I’m Carter’s younger and much smarter sister.”

She extends her hand to Boston, her attention never wavering. I might as well not even be in the room. 

Boston’s eyes burn into her, intrigued. His lip twitches upward, just enough for me to clock it. 

Forker is watching with the look of an older brother who’d rather die than witness his sister’s clear proclamation of interest in his friend. 

And boy, it’s clear.

Penny’s smiling from ear to ear. Like, seriously, it’s blinding. I can see it out of the corner of my eye. She stares at Ariana like she does at the dogs that pass by her in the street. If you ever want to see love at first sight in the flesh? Watch Penny watch a dog. 

“Boston. Carter’s older, and much more talented teammate,” Boston counters, reaching forward to shake her hand.

Didn’t hesitate on that handshake, did you, big guy?

“More handsome, too,” she adds, those glossy lips pulling up into a flirtatious smile.

A laugh rumbles through Boston. I glance at him. That’s a rarity from him when a woman shows him any attention.

Forker rolls his eyes dramatically, gently shoving Ari back when her touch lingers a second too long.

“Say hi to Lowesy and his girlfriend, Penny, you animal.”

Ariana blinks innocently, but her bright blue eyes linger on Boston for a second or two more. 

Again, the big grump huffs a laugh and just shakes his head. 

Ariana finally averts her attention to me, and her smile widens, but it’s a much different look than what she offered to Boss.

“Nice to see you again, Declan,” she says, walking forward to give me a quick hug. “That was a beautiful shot. Hi, Penny!”

She gives Penny a smothering hug, and by the way my girl is looking at her, I can tell she’s totally enamored by the hurricane that is Ariana Forkerro. She might create chaos everywhere she goes, but this girl has meant business since she was old enough to walk. 

Forker’s glare is burning into the side of her head. “Let’s go, you fucking weirdo. I should make mom and dad put you on a leash.”

“Ooh,” she sings, turning her attention back to Boston. She winks at him. “Did you hear that, Black? A leash.”

“Jesus,” Forker grumbles, physically removing her from the circle. He looks over his shoulder as he skates her away from us. Winces a bit. “Sorry, Boss. Don’t tell HR. She’s got a record.”

I bark out a laugh. 

Boston shakes his head, but I don't think he minds. I’m certain that face gets a warm reception everywhere he goes. I’m not sure he’s phased by a forward woman, but I’m not sure he typically chuckles around them, either.

Look at this giggly little shit now.

I eye him carefully. He watches Forker pull his sister away, still smiling after them. When he feels my gaze, he glances back to me, and the smile vanishes entirely.

I cock a brow.

“Got something to say, Lowesy?” he grumbles.

“Depends. See something you like?” I ask.

He glares at me, those green eyes cold and hard. I say nothing more, and neither does he. He just blinks, glances back at my girl, and dips his chin. With one last, extremely cold look in my direction, he turns and heads back toward the team.

I watch him go, an inkling creeping up my neck that I can’t make sense of.

“Lowesy!”

My name erupts from the stands. 

I turn toward the boards just as Penny does. She takes a couple of steps back to stand right in front of me, and I wrap my arms around her from behind, my smile widening when I spot a line-up of my favourite people banging on the glass. 

“Should we go see our crew?” I whisper in her ear.

“If we don’t, they’ll break that glass to get to you.”

Laughing, I take her hand in mine and guide her to the glass. I leap—slamming my body against the boards right in front of them. They go fucking crazy. 

I meet Wyatt’s eyes through the glass, thumping my hand at the spot by his head.

His eyes are full of tears. Dark eyes, warm and happy and full of life.

I point to him.

“You’re going to kiss that cup, Caulfield.”

Because you’re still here.

Because you still can.

The crooked smile grows until it takes up his entire face. 

Penny’s hand squeezes mine. 

Once, twice, three damn times. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT
penny


I sip on my fizzy cooler, tucked in the back of the party, away from the mass of family and friends that have gathered at the lake. We’re at Declan’s family’s cabin, and though a decent size, both the house and the land feel slightly too small today with the number of people that have come to his homecoming party. 

My heart could burst with the amount of love surrounding me. 

We pulled up about an hour ago. Declan’s parents already had everything set up, much to my dismay, and it’s gorgeous. It’s catered, too. I feel horrible not being able to help, but there was quite literally nothing left to do. I think Maureen would have smacked me with a spatula if I tried.

The grass is perfectly cut, and flowers line the driveway in beautiful potted arrangements. They’ve set up giant, white tents, flooded with tables and seating for later. They’ve even gone so far as to rent these umbrella space heaters to ensure that everyone keeps warm if the party runs late. 

The Lowes’ had their neighbours drive their boats over so that people can hit the lake if they want, but nobody has moved in the hour that we’ve been here. Not one person has taken their eyes off Declan.

I wind one hand around my waist, a smile tugging on my lips. Our friends are trying to give him some space, but they're chomping at the bit, waiting for the masses to leave him alone. An hour, and they’ve gotten no closer to the cup. 

EJ is going to snatch it and run soon.

Declan is slowly making his way toward the table that his parents set up in front of the water. He’s trying to get there, but it’s proving to be a hard endeavor. That’s the finish line. Once he reaches that spot, he can put that damn cup down and take as many pictures as he needs to. There, he’ll have a respite, because I can see him from all angles and if he needs a break—I’ve got him covered.

I keep my distance because I’ve had the pleasure of spending a lot of time with both him and that big, shiny cup. This party isn’t for me. It’s not even for him, really. It’s for every other person in this crowd. 

I’m okay with sharing him for the night.

When he stops, cup still in hand, to exchange a few words with his younger cousin, he must feel my stare. Hazel eyes meet mine. The corner of his mouth ticks up a bit, finding me in the crowd like he always does. 

I smile back, winking his way. I know this day is a lot for him. I want him to remember that this can be fun. 

His grin grows wider.

He glances over his shoulder, making eye contact with someone above everyone else’s heads. He nods his head in my direction but turns his attention back to his cousin just as quickly.

He’s almost reached the table. 

He’s so close. 

Like a herd of sheep, a group of people separate from the crowd. 

His people. 

My people. 

Wyatt buries his hands in the pockets of his gray dress pants. His eyes are hidden behind a black pair of sunglasses. All the boys are wearing shades, which isn’t unusual for summer—but I have a feeling they’re trying to appear calm, cool, and collected when they aren’t in the slightest.

They’re on the verge of crying. I’d bet ten dollars Seth already has.

“I don’t need babysitters,” I tell them once they reach me. If they want to be with him in the crowd, they should get to do that.

Wyatt bends down to hug me, his big hand splaying on the back of my white sundress. He places a kiss on my head and lets out a little sigh of relief like having me back in his midst is therapeutic for him.

“Of course you don’t,” he murmurs, pulling back. He got a fresh trim for this, and he looks as handsome as ever. “But I think he wants us all in one place, so he knows where his safe point is.”

“I’m going to try not to take offense that you haven’t seen us in weeks and that’s the first thing you say to us,” EJ scoffs. He pats the pocket of his black pants. “I have come armed. Tequila.”

One of my favourite words. My second favourite beverage.

Seth drops a cooler bag under the table we’re standing at. “Beer.”

“And Avery,” Avery sings, sliding around the boys to come to my side. We only got in this morning, so we haven’t seen the crew yet, though I’ve been counting down the seconds. It’s a strange feeling to be in town when one of the first stops isn’t straight to them. Avery looks me up and down, a big smile on her face. “Hey beautiful. You look beautiful.”

I cock an eyebrow at her jade green slip dress, which looks radiant against her olive skin. “Me?”

My best friend is a goddess. 

“I went a little crazy after we picked dress colours last month,” she says with a roll of her eyes. She pulls me into a hug. We had a few drunken calls ordering swatches for her bridesmaid dresses. At one point, she just started ordering dresses with intentions to return them. Clearly, she didn’t.

“That’s a little too short for us to wear,” I admit with a laugh.

“I just wanted a feel for the fabric. They come longer too. What do you think?”

“It’s stunning.”

Avery sighs. “I know, but I’ve looked at the colour green so long that I now hate it. Back to the drawing board.”

Declan finally drops the cup on the table, and the crowd erupts. The crew’s attention diverts back to him. He waves to everyone, a bit awkwardly, but nobody prepares you for a party like this. 

I wedge my can between my elbow so that I can join in the applause.

Declan smiles shyly as the crowd cheers. It’s cute.

I glance toward the cabin. His parents are up there on the deck, his dad’s arm draped tightly around his mother. She wipes her eyes frantically, my own mother at her side. Sandy Sweeten pats Maureen’s hand with reassurance. My dad is just beside them, sipping his beer and watching the crowd with as much pride as I am.

There’s so much that I love about this image. 

I love that they all get along. 

I love that Declan’s parents love me. Especially Maureen. Even after the hand towels.

I love that Declan insisted on getting my mother flowers when we got into town, since this would be the first time he’d be meeting her as my boyfriend, and not just the handsome hockey player that honks every time he’s about to leave town. My mother loves that he still says her name like Danny from Grease when he sees her. 

So much has changed, yet so much remains the same. It’s happy here, in our own little bubble. And it is still our bubble. I refuse to let it pop.

A loud whistle rips through the trees. 

Every single person on this lawn turns to Lauren and her husband at the end of our line. Lauren smiles innocently, shrugging her shoulders as she pulls her fingers from her mouth. 

“I think we need a speech!”

The crowd goes absolutely crazy. 

I raise my brows, slowly turning back to Dec. That sounds like his nightmare.

He’s glaring at her, but those dimples are there, clear as day. He sighs, running a hand through his perfectly styled hair. He cut it recently. Trimmed his beard quite short too, which made me sad, but I can still run my hands through those waves, and he is still as handsome as ever. He isn’t used to it though. He keeps pulling it back with his hand every five minutes, and every time he does, I stop breathing for half a second.

Dec’s eyes lock on our little group. 

“Hi everyone,” he starts, and the crowd drops to a deadly silence. He offers an awkward wave. “Um, I didn’t plan on a speech. Thanks, Lau.”

Lauren wiggles her fingers in his direction, sipping her champagne. 

He smiles, scanning the faces around him, who all peer up at him with an air of wonder. These people are important in some way or another, even if they are just people who have supported him in his career as a fan. Like Lauren’s entire ninth grade class, who dressed to the nines to be here. They look like they’re going to pee their pants. 

“Look, I am not a big public speaker, so I’ll keep this short. I just want to say that this is something I have dreamed about since I was capable of dreaming. I am still completely shocked that this baby has been in my hands. It feels like I’m about to wake up at any second.”

He places his hand on the rim of the cup. His eyes glide over it. Disbelief. Pride. Happiness.

“I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for my parents. They were my unofficial managers and financial endorsers since I could put skates on my feet. Love you, mom and dad. I am not quite sure I’ve said thank you enough over the years but thank you.”

He waves in their direction.

His mother breaks into happy sobs, leaning into her husband’s side. I’m sure she’s seeing her little boy right now. Dark, messy hair and chubby cheeks, drowning in a tiny jersey as he falls onto the ice over and over with a big, dimpled smile on his face.

Declan’s dad points to him, winking in a way that makes him look so much like Declan. It’s no wonder he scored a rocket like Maureen all those years ago.

Declan’s gaze slowly turns back to us. His crew. We look back at him, endlessly proud and a bit too emotional. His gaze sweeps over all of us, from Lauren all the way to Avery. His throat bobs and my heart melts. 

We feel it too, baby. We love you just as much.

He waves his hand in our direction now, letting out a laugh as he clears his throat.

“This group of people have been with me every step of the way. My boys, who are still the best teammates I’ve ever skated with, who are even better teammates in life. You guys are the worst people I know, and I wouldn’t change a single fucking thing about you.”

“Here, here!” EJ calls out, lifting his beer.

Declan’s smile widens. “You guys know I hate this shit. Just know that I love you and having you there on that day meant more to me than I could ever tell you.”

I can’t look at the guys. If I see any ounce of emotion on their faces, I don’t know if I’ll be able to hold it together.

“The girls,” Declan continues, his voice softening. “We’d all be lost without you. You guys are some of the most loyal people I have ever met. I would ride into battle for any of you. I hope you know that.”

Avery places a hand over her heart, leaning into my side.

“Lucky.”

I hold my breath, keeping my eyes locked on his, even when my cheeks flush at the looks that snap my way. My heart flutters in my chest, memorizing this moment, memorizing the way he’s looking at me. 

I reach down and take Avery’s hand in mine to steady myself. She squeezes three times.

Declan’s throat bobs. He laughs through the emotion that washes over him again, dimples popping through his stubble.

“The only journey more difficult and grueling than the one to this cup was the one to get to you,” he starts, and EJ snorts—loud and knowing. Our friends can’t help their laughter. Nobody else gets the joke, but it’s a good one. “You are worth ten of these. Every bump in the road, every mistake, it was all worth it. Winning you was the biggest victory of my life.”

I smile gently, blinking away my tears.

“God. I love you, baby.”

Someone in my line whoops. I think it’s Seth. It makes the crowd start cheering, and I instantly want to die from how people are eating up something that feels so private, so I focus on Declan instead.

“I love you, too,” I mouth.

Declan blinks rapidly, turning toward the cup. 

I hurriedly wipe my eyes, letting out a breathy laugh. These moments keep happening. These small pockets in time where we just realize how lucky we are.

And we are so, so lucky.

“All of this to say,” he says, his voice louder now. “You will all get your pictures and your time. I promise. But those people at that table right there are going to go first.”

Wyatt sucks in a breath.

Declan glances back at us, smile all broad and widening by the second. He holds out his hand, beckoning us forward.

Avery and I slide around the table, hand in hand. We lead the charge and the small crowd parts for us. I keep my eyes on Declan the whole time. Walking toward him makes everything feel easier. The attention doesn’t matter. The pictures people snap don’t either. Just him. 

When Avery and I reach him, he opens his arms and tugs us both right to his chest. Lips find my hair. I look up just in time to see those same lips kiss the top of Ave’s head. 

I slide out of his arms so that these excited boys can have their moment. They’re absolutely geeking out, grinning like school kids.

Declan barks out a laugh, amused by his friends being so enamored by being so close to the cup. 

“Can I kiss it now?” EJ asks quietly, looking like he’s about to do it anyway.

Declan’s eyes flicker past him to me. “P goes first.”

“Well, duh,” Seth mutters.

“No,” I say, shaking my head and waving him off. I’ve had time with it. It doesn’t mean the same thing to me as it does to them. These are childhood dreams and goals that they’ve bonded over for years. “Team first.”

EJ lets out a small noise of excitement and throws his fist in the air.

Declan’s eyes soften. “You sure?”

I dip my chin. Of course, I am. Declan winning the cup might have always been his dream, but it’s also been their dream since the moment he slipped a professional jersey over his head. 

Declan’s gaze immediately whirls to the man standing right behind me. The man with coffee-coloured eyes and a sweet, crooked smile. The man who hasn’t said anything since he walked up to the cup, but who is staring at it like it has the power to change the world with just one tap of his fingers.

Declan reaches forward, placing his hand on Wyatt’s shoulder. He gives him a gentle shake.

“You ready, Caulfield?”

“Fuck,” Wyatt bites out, blinking himself back into reality. He shakes out his hands. “No.”

Declan raises his brows. “You want to pass?”

“I didn’t fucking say that, did I?” Wyatt snaps. He starts nodding hurriedly, and I’m so grateful when Lauren’s husband slides out of the line with his professional camera to capture this moment. “Alright, Lowesy. Let’s do this.”

Declan hauls the cup from the table, one hand on either end. EJ and Seth’s breaths hitch when he turns it toward them. They both take a careful step backward, their eyes wide as saucers. 

My heart turns into a liquid puddle.

They suddenly aren’t men starting their thirties together, they are little boys with big dreams and bright eyes.

Declan passes the trophy, holding it out in front of him for Wy to take. For a moment, Wyatt only stares at it, eyes round and unblinking. After a breath, he reaches for it, one hand on the rim and one on the base. 

He takes that cup from Declan’s hands and raises it over his head like he’s on the ice himself. He cheers, the sound raw and excited and so damn giddy that all that energy becomes contagious.

The swarm of people surrounding us catch Wyatt’s happiness bug. They cheer like crazy. The crowd roars for him as if he won the cup himself. 

“Aw, where’s it’s smooch, Wy?” Declan calls out above the noise. His hand slides to my lower back and I relax against the safety of his touch.

“Kiss it, you idiot!” EJ hisses loudly beside him.

Wyatt’s smile could blind the planet when he bends his arms and brings that trophy to his mouth. He presses his lips to the metal, and the crowd erupts even louder. The excitement will die down once the tenth person poses for their picture. I’m selfishly glad that Wyatt’s hands were the first to touch it. That he was the one who got to have this big moment. 

Wyatt hoists it over his head again. That mega-watt smile infects the entire party. 

My eyes are wet. When did that happen? I don’t bother to wipe the tear that falls, but I notice Dec’s eyes swimming with them too. 

“He’s so happy,” a small voice at my side says.

I glance at Avery, and that’s when I realize all of us are in tears. Lauren, Tiffany, EJ… all of us.

“Yeah,” I whisper, still watching Wyatt as he passes the cup to EJ. He spins around once EJ thrusts it above his head, his laughter booming like a beating heart. He pulls Declan into a hug, still radiating a joy that I’ve missed in him. Dec closes his eyes, winding his arms around Wy—grateful that he still has the option to hug him. “He is.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE
penny


“It’s nice to have a minute of peace, isn’t it?”

I glance at Dec, who is buried underneath a blanket with me at the back of his parents’ boat. The cup is on the floor, our friends surrounding it as we drink and listen to music from a tiny little speaker. It’s like that trophy has become the newest member of the crew. 

It’s early evening, but after one million conversations, Declan needed a break. He gave me that look of desperation. The one that said he wanted me to jailbreak him out of there, so I did just that. I got him out of there. We took the crew along for the ride, which is exactly what he needed.  

The crew and the cup… and the guy who babysits the cup. Phil. He’s here too.

“Are you happy?” I ask.

He looks from the darkening sky to me, fingers brushing my shoulder, backward cap allowing me the pleasure of seeing his whole face. He looks at me in the way he always does. Like he’s seeing me for the first time. Like he’s falling in love with me again, the second that he looks into my eyes.

“Are you worried that I’m not?”

I shrug. “I know today was a lot.”

“Yeah, it was,” he agrees. “It was the good kind of overwhelming, though. I’m happy, baby. I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”

I slide my hand over his thigh under the blanket. “Good.”

“How about you?” he asks. He removes his hand from my shoulder and reaches in between us, winding his fingers around my chin. He guides my head toward him. “Are you happy?”

Yes. 

So happy that I feel like this can’t be real. So happy that it steals my breath every time you look my way, every time I get the privilege of waking up next to you. So happy that I’m certain without you, I would have never known what real love is, what it feels like, how it has the power to change your every thought, your every wish, your every fear. How real love is peace. 

I’m happier than I ever thought possible.

I brush my thumb against his thigh, cherishing the way he keeps his eyes on mine to ensure that I’m being honest. He’s checking in in that subtle way he does, making sure that even after all we’ve been through, my issues stemming from my last relationship aren’t snaking their way in. 

If they are, he’ll fix it.

“Beyond,” I whisper.

He doesn’t say anything, his smile just widens. Instead, he chooses to lean down and press his lips to mine in the softest, sweetest kiss in the world. As I always do when his mouth touches mine, I melt.

“Thank you for being here today.”

“Where else would I be?” I whisper against his mouth.

He kisses me again, and I decide that I hate that our friends are surrounding us (and Phil), even if they’re paying us no mind at this very second. I can’t touch him the way I want to with an audience. I can’t say all the things that enter my mind, all of the plans that have etched themselves onto my heart.

“I love being in Pittsburgh,” I whisper when he pulls away. 

It seems out of nowhere, but it isn’t. It’s been on my mind all day.

His fingers are still curled around my chin. His brows raise. “Do you?”

“I love that city,” I admit. His eyes flicker down to my mouth. “I love your friends. I love coming home to visit our friends together. I love watching you play in that arena, in that jersey. I love that you’re never too far away and that you’ve always got my back, even when you are.”

“Pen,” he whispers, his face morphing into concern. 

“I love you,” I whisper, and I can feel eyes on me. Eyes that aren’t his. I don’t know who it is, but I don’t care. Everyone here is family to me (plus Phil). “I’m so proud of you. Not just because of that cup, and I need you to know how much I love doing life with you. I want to move to Pittsburgh. Permanently.”

Declan’s whole face softens. Even his grip on my chin does. He lets out a long breath through his nose, slowly shaking his head. Without a word, he wraps me in his arms and pulls me into his chest. 

I shut my eyes, snaking my arms around his neck, breathing him in. He buries his head in the crook of my neck, hiding in my hair. His lips press to my pulse point, and suddenly, we’re alone. 

Nobody else matters.

“Pittsburgh didn’t feel like home until you got there,” he mutters, hands sliding down my back. 

“About that.”

My eyes snap open. 

Declan whirls around to where Wyatt sits on a seat that had been vacant two seconds ago. He tugs at the neckline of his pale blue sweatshirt nervously, holding a beer in his other hand. It looks like it pains him to sit with us, and I don’t like the way that makes me feel.

“About what?” I ask.

“Pittsburgh.”

Declan cocks a brow. “Yeah?”

Wyatt’s smile that has been plastered on his face all day wavers a bit. My heart lurches. I don’t know what he’s about to say but worry plummets through my veins. 

His dark eyes dart back and forth between us.

“Uh,” he starts, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “Shit, I didn’t think this would be hard.”

“What’s going on?” Declan asks, a soft urgency in his tone. He removes his hands from my body. We both lean toward Wyatt instead, giving him every inch of our undivided attention. 

“I’m taking a leave from work,” Wyatt admits. 

My frown deepens. That doesn’t sound good. That doesn’t make me feel any more reassured that he’s okay. 

Declan’s brows skyrocket. 

Wyatt looks down at his hands. “Apparently, my job is a big trigger for me. I’m still working through why.”

We stay silent, but my mind spirals. Coaching players who used to be him, at a time when he was figuring out who he was. It’s a sport that is known to be a ‘boys club,’ but isn’t very welcoming if you don’t fit the ideal mold. Who knows the kind of pain Wyatt may have hidden from that time in his life? Who knows the turmoil he was going through? I’m no psychologist, but it isn’t surprising to hear that issues may stem from that.

Wyatt loves his job. We all know that. I can see it in the way he looks so heartbroken right now, like his mind keeps betraying him, even when his heart is certain. Sometimes love isn’t enough. If he needs a break to work through some things that may be a byproduct of his job, then that’s what he needs to do, and I’ll be right here, supporting him every step of the way.

“Shit,” he mutters.

“It’s alright,” Declan encourages him. He reaches out and takes Wyatt’s hand in his.

Wyatt’s dark eyes snap up to ours. “Would you mind if I came and stayed with you guys for a bit? Just for a couple of months? I feel like I need some new scenery or something. I know you guys just got together, so I don’t want to impose, but I just thought⁠—”

Declan and I whirl around to look at each other. I latch my hands around his bicep under the blanket, squeezing. Once, twice, three times. Please understand what I’m conveying to you. Please don’t give him any reason to think we’d want otherwise. 

If he needs this, we need this.

It’s a two-second look, but I can instantly breathe again the moment that Dec turns away. Everything in his face was asking me the same things that I was mentally screaming at him. 

“Of course you can,” Declan says. 

Dec takes Wyatt’s hand, which is still in his, and yanks him forward, slapping him on the back.

Wyatt’s eyes skirt up to mine over his shoulder. “You’re sure? Don’t be afraid to say no.”

“Are you kidding?” Declan cuts in. “Having you in Pittsburgh is Penny’s dream. I’m just as stoked on the idea.”

“Yeah?” Wyatt asks wearily. “It’ll only be for a couple of months.”

He keeps saying that like he’s putting us out. Like his presence impedes us. 

“I’d prefer forever.” I shrug.

He laughs, scuffling even closer to reach across Dec and cup my face in his hand. He pulls me forward, kissing my head. 

I squeeze Declan’s arm tightly, and only now notice how tense he is.

“Thank you,” Wyatt says, letting out a breath of relief. “I’ll let you guys get back to your talk. I just… wanted to ask without an audience, you know?”

“I get it, man.”

Wyatt nods and stands, shaking out his shoulders a bit, like he can breathe a bit easier now that he’s asked us for what he needs. 

I’m proud of him.

I’m still clinging to Declan, watching our friend re-enter the small party at the very front of the boat. He’s at ease here, with all of us. If he wants to try his hand elsewhere, I’ll worry, but I’ll do anything to help him. Whatever he needs.

Plus, I’ll be close. Dec will be too.

“You’re okay with it?” Declan asks after a second.

“One hundred percent. You?”

Declan smiles gently, eyes locked on Wyatt, who has finally given into EJ’s attempts to get him to dance. “The idea of having him nearby is sick.”

“I agree,” I whisper with a small nod. “I’m happy he asked.”

“I love you,” Declan says suddenly, which catches me a bit off guard. My brow furrows as I look up at him, but he shakes his head like I’ve said something incredible. “I don’t think you realize how good of a friend you are. It’s one of my favourite things about you.”

“I’d do anything for them,” I whisper, looking out at our motley crew. EJ is trying to get Seth to drink out of his shoe now, but he’s still trying to twerk at the same time, spilling the beer all over Wyatt’s feet.

Phil is choosing to talk to the girls instead. Probably wise.

Declan huffs a laugh. “Me too.”

“I’m happy,” I declare, snuggling into his side.

Declan winds his arm around my shoulder and pulls me in, kissing my head as we watch our friends behave like twenty-year-old idiots who never grew old and never grew apart.

“I am too, Lucky. I am too.”


epilogue



I smile through the tears in my eyes, watching my best friend get spun around a dance floor in the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen. It fits her like a glove, like it’s made for her. She is every bit the goddess she always was, but there is something exceptionally stunning about Avery Oliver as a bride.

Sorry. Avery Tyler.

I’m unsure who cried more watching her walk down the aisle, me or Seth. Either way, she is the most radiant bride that I’ve ever laid eyes on, and if anyone deserves the happiest of endings, it’s my best friend. And she found it. It’s clear, watching her today, light on her feet and stars in her eyes. My heart could burst watching her smile light up this ballroom. And boy, does she light up this ballroom. 

I lean into the heel of my hand, swiping my tears away with the pads of my fingers. A country song blares through the speakers as my best friend dances for the first time with her husband. Seth whispers every word of the song into Avery’s ear while he slowly guides her around the dance floor. 

Husband and wife. 

The forever type of love. 

Somehow, I know they’ll be the rare ones who make it.

Fingers glide over my thigh, trailing down the silk fabric of my jade-green gown. 

Yeah, after all of that, she still went with jade-green. 

I sniffle, glancing at the big, handsome best man beside me. As usual, he looks absolutely delicious in his perfectly tailored suit. 

Declan smiles, his eyes searching mine. He gives my leg a quick squeeze.

Once, twice, and a third time.

“You big softy,” he murmurs, leaning down to press his lips to my temple.

I shut my eyes, leaning into him. If you would have told me not long ago that I’d be here, I wouldn’t have believed you. My heart couldn’t fathom the idea of letting itself open for love again. My trust had dwindled with every broken promise and change of mind. The relationship that I was in had taken too much from me over the years. So much, in fact, that I wasn’t sure there would ever be another risk worth taking when it came to my heart.

But I learned quickly that these big, messy loves happen so that you learn what you will not settle for. Every moment where he neglected my generosity, where he made me doubt my sanity, where he stripped my security, it all taught me what I couldn’t handle in a relationship. He showed me what I didn’t want, and what I wouldn't accept. I’ve learned to love myself, and I’m proud of that.

I turn in my seat, sliding my fingers against Declan’s jaw. His beard scratches the tips of my fingers, but it brings me so much comfort that it feels soft against my skin. I lean upward, my lips meeting his smile, and press my mouth to his.

Without Gavin, I would have never found Declan. 

Without that pain, I would have never realized the depth of Declan’s love. I wouldn’t have been able to trust in him the way I do now. 

With Declan, it’s easy. He tells me he loves me, and I believe it. We fight, and I don’t scramble to make it better, scared he’ll walk out the door if I don’t. It’s an equal playing field, which is exactly what love should be, and there is never a score to settle. It’s a partnership, which is a term that only truly made sense once I had it.

I pull away, staying close because I want to. I brush my thumb against his cheek, treasuring the indent of his dimple. His smile widens, hand trailing up my thigh. I dare to meet his eyes, knowing that I’ll melt within the amber.

“That’ll be us one day,” he says quietly, thumb brushing my leg. God, I’ll never tire of him saying things like that. “I promise you, Lucky. You’re going to wear my last name in every way possible.”

I smile, because it isn’t the first time he’s said something like that, and it won’t be the last. 

“There’s no rush,” I remind him. As much as I love the idea, we can take our time. I have the utmost faith in us, in who we are and what we have. I know we’ll get there. I’m not putting a time limit on when that has to be.

“I know, but I like the idea of calling you my wife.”

Heat rushes through me. Yeah, I like that idea too. 

“Don’t,” I warn, pulling back. I drop my hand, rolling my eyes when he tips his head back and chuckles at my undoing. He’s an expert at sweet talking and he knows the right buttons to push.

Seth dips Avery backward and bends down to kiss her, which makes the room erupt in applause. I pull my attention back to them, dropping my hand into my lap and wrapping my fingers around Declan’s. He runs his thumb across my knuckles, bringing his beer to his lips.

My eyes glide to the corner of the dance floor. 

Wyatt is dancing between the chairs with my niece, and my sister takes pictures of them from the next table over. He looks good. Happy, healthy, and as handsome as ever. He grew out his hair and braided it, which suits him completely. His crooked smile still hits a sore spot in my heart every time I see it. I find myself yearning for his presence, for the sound of his breath, for the warmth of his skin. I don’t know when that will stop. I don’t know if it ever will. 

I worry often, but I love him more fiercely than I worry. 

Having him in Pittsburgh has been the best thing that has happened to me since Dec. 

Wyatt really loves it there, and we love having him nearby. He extended his stay by one month at first, and then he just up and quit his job and moved. To Pittsburgh. He got his own place, picked up a new coaching job, and now I get to see him whenever I want.

It’s a dream come true. It’s a dream that I hadn’t allowed myself to have. I can’t explain the joy it brings me to be able to just text him and make plans to see him on the same day.

My eyes glide a couple of tables over, to the man in a ridiculously expensive suit that always seems to be watching Wyatt with the same, enamored smile as the rest of us. 

I’d like to claim Wyatt’s decision to move was because of me and Declan, but I think that title belongs to him.

His smile is gentle as he watches Wyatt with Ellie. It’s the look of somebody who doesn’t realize anybody is watching them because they assume everyone else is looking at him too.

Auburn hair styled to perfection. Clean face. Freckles adorning his nose and cheeks. 

Hockey royalty.

Declan’s captain.

I hadn’t seen it coming. Dec hadn’t either. We accidentally walked in on them, showing up at Wyatt’s a couple of hours early to watch the football game. Wyatt had Saltzy pressed against the kitchen cupboards, their lips pressed to each other, Wyatt’s hands cupping his face. 

When the door slammed shut behind us, they jumped so far away from each other that I knew instantly this wasn’t something new, but it was something they were hiding.

Saltzy panicked. I mean, he lost his shit. He was muttering to himself, refusing to look any of us, including Wyatt, in the eye. He swore, and he rambled, and he wasn’t making sense, but none of us interjected. And then he stormed out.

Just like that.

But once you find Wyatt, there’s no way in hell that you give him up. Saltzy was back within the hour, knocking on the door with a heavy fist. When Wyatt opened that door, Callum flew inside of the apartment, barrelling into his chest. 

He didn’t care that Declan and I were still in the room.

All that mattered to Callum was knowing that he hadn’t lost Wyatt. 

Wyatt deflated in his arms, a long breath leaving him as Saltzy’s hands reached for his hair, burying his fingers into it as he repeated the same words over and over while he melted into Wyatt’s chest.

“I’m so sorry.”

Not everybody knows about them yet. That’s the way they want it right now. It’s none of my business who knows what about him, or about them. They were just very clear to Declan and I that they’d prefer we kept this to ourselves until they choose for it to be otherwise. We have to respect that, even though I worry it hurts my friend, but Wyatt seems at peace with it.

And he’s here. He’s at Avery’s wedding as Wyatt’s date. That’s something.

It makes me happy that they’re comfortable with Declan and me, which is why I can say with confidence that Saltzy is completely and utterly in love with Wyatt Caulfield. They come over for dinner. They stay the night sometimes. We have drinks and we play games, and sometimes in those quiet moments on my porch when it’s just Wyatt and I, Wyatt pours his heart out to me and makes me fall a bit in love with Callum too.

Callum watches Wyatt the way Seth watches Avery. He’s enamored. In awe. He’s head over heels for my friend, who deserves a love like that. He deserves his own happily ever after.

I don’t think Saltzy saw him coming.

EJ is next to Callum, talking to a table full of girls beside him. His hair’s a bit longer, eyes a bit more tired. He accepted a new job at the mine, and his hours are grueling. He’s gone for a month and home for a month now, and he’s been dating a hell of a lot more than he had been prior. The girl with the long black hair, I think one of Avery’s coworkers, tucks her hair behind her ear as she speaks to him. The pointed toe of her heel grazes his calf.

He didn’t bring a date, but he hasn’t been at the head table with the rest of us since dinner ended.

Get it, EJ. 

He deserves love too, and wherever he finds it, I’m happy for him.

Tiffany sits a few chairs down from me, she and Lauren watching the first dance with gentle smiles of their own. Tiff rubs her hand over her baby bump as she gazes at the newlyweds. It’s a boy. Sam, the guy she met at The Swan Dive the same day of the infamous fight, is proposing on their baby moon in two weeks.

Lauren helped him pick out the ring.

It’s moments like these, the happy ones, that make you stop and take a step back. I view my life as a different person now. When I once looked at weddings as a brewing storm, knowing Gavin would barely give me any attention, wondering if I’d ever marry him. It’s different now. 

I don’t need all the answers. I’m happy existing where I am. I’m happy wondering what comes next. 

I live in Pittsburgh. I never really went home after our trial period. Declan won the cup, and we won each other. I still wake up every day and want to be near him, want to share my life with him. I open my eyes and reach for him, and he reaches back for me. 

The condo is gone. It was lovely and it suited him, but we grew out of it. We just bought a home on the outskirts of the city. There’s a balcony. If there hadn’t been, Dec would have built me one. There’s everything I ever dreamed of wrapped up in that house, and it’s a place that we both never want to leave. It’s a home. Our home. 

We are not set on kids, and that’s alright. We’re allowed to change our minds if we want to. Dogs, though… well, we're getting one in two weeks. Dec just doesn’t know it yet. I saw a gorgeous Chow-Chow and Shepherd Cross at the local shelter and fell in love. I brought him to meet her, to walk her on a volunteer basis, and he finds every excuse to go visit her now. I filled out the papers four days ago. She’s coming home.

We’re going to be a family of three. 

“Hey, baby?” I ask, leaning back against Declan’s shoulder.

He winds his arm around me. “Yeah?”

“Thanks for opening the door that day.”

His fingers brush my collarbone. He lets out a breath of a laugh, leaning in to nuzzle his nose against my hair. He knows the day I am referring to. The day when everything changed. The Friendsgiving. The Swan Dive. The hotel.

“Thanks for knocking,” he says, pressing a kiss to my hair.

I shut my eyes, turning my head so that he can press another kiss to it. 

“I think I knew I’d end up falling in love with you that night,” I tell him.

He squeezes, resting his cheek against my head. “I think I realized I was in love with you that night.”

I smile, turning to face him. He immediately presses his lips to mine. Just a soft, simple press of our mouths. So much love in such a little movement. 

And I know this is love. 

For once, I do not doubt. 

For once, I do not fear. 

For once, I do not have to wonder. 

I love him, and he loves me. I see it every day in the things he says and the small things he does. Grabbing my thigh when we drive, ordering my hazelnut latte to the door when he’s out at practice and I’m working, attempting to make homemade cinnamon buns and failing, every single time.

I feel it. 

Real love feels like this—like safety. 

I think I’ve been safe for a while now, I just had to waste some time until I was ready to see it.
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Hopefully, by the time this is released, you have learned to say ‘Zia’ (it’s been a battle).
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When she isn’t writing or reading, Angelia can usually be found drinking coffee by the litre, going on ‘errands days’ with her best friends, hanging out near the water with her family, or watching true crime documentaries for hours on end.
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