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        To my dad.

        Sorry it took me so long to like hockey. Glad I get to watch it with you now. Thank you for always being there for me.
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            Chapter One

          

          Savannah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Different Orchard

      

      

      “Happy birthday, dearest daddio…. Happy birthday to you!” my older brothers chant, adding falsettos I wouldn’t dare attempt, but they have that white-man confidence and know no shame.

      “Best stick to your day jobs.” Dad shakes his head at them, but he hasn’t stopped smiling since Dallas and Clayton showed up this morning.

      The conversation resumes as my dad cuts the cake, and it’s hard for me to get a word in. Not that anyone intentionally cuts me off or leaves me out, but my loud, boisterous, and sometimes obnoxious brothers didn’t fall far from the proverbial tree. I, however, am from an entirely different orchard; I’m quiet. I listen.

      “Savannah, did I tell you about the time I fell off a platform at the factory?” My grandfather nudges me after my third attempt to contribute to a story is thwarted by someone else’s excitement. “Twenty feet down and landed flat on my back.”

      “You definitely did not.”

      My grandfather, who says he’s too old for shouting, likes to sit beside me and share life lessons instead of competing to be heard when everyone talks over each other.

      “How are you still standing?”

      “I’m tough,” he teases before admitting, “Judo.”

      “Isn’t Judo fighting?” I saw my brothers compete in it when we were younger. My dad felt it was important we learn to defend ourselves, but I opted for Krav Maga and Kickboxing, where you don’t have to roll around on the floor with your opponent.

      “It also teaches you how to fall properly. Saved me from—oh, that was a bad call if I ever saw one,” my grandfather abandons me mid-sentence to join the discussion on Dallas’ last game. As a quarterback. In the NFL.

      “The ref was clearly blind, but that last pass you made was perfection,” Dad praises. They ultimately won the game, but it was close.

      “It’s okay, they’re not gushing about me either,” Clayton says with a wink.

      Did I forget to mention he was the MLB’s rookie of the year, and is currently a contender for the Cy Young Award?

      I roll my eyes, but it really doesn’t bother me. While my athletic skills leave much to be desired, I grew up watching my brothers play. Football, basketball, baseball, soccer…I’m pretty sure they tried out every sport, and to this day, I absolutely love cheering them on.

      Unfortunately for Clay, as supportive as our family is of him, they live and breathe football.

      “Oh, shush, you know how proud we are of you. And it has nothing to do with winning the World Cup,” Mom tells him, but he just shakes his head.

      “World Series,” everyone else reminds her.

      “Are you still upset we had to switch to brunch?” I ask my dad, since he made quite the fuss when I invented a study group to pull this off.

      “Best surprise birthday present ever,” he assures me. “You staying for supper too?”

      I’m about to say I can’t, but Mom swoops in to convince me.

      “I can get a second cake, since calories don’t count on birthdays.” She winks.

      “She has to drive us back to the airport,” Clay points out.

      “None of you are staying?” Mom asks, looking between us.

      “We’re playing in Tampa tomorrow; all I could manage was a layover.” Dallas gives her a tight smile, like it pains him to go. He’s a terrible actor, so she knows he means it. We grew up exceedingly close, with Dallas even choosing a college less than an hour away so he could still make it to Sunday dinners.

      “I have postseason meetings back in Boston, but I’ll be back for Thanksgiving,” Clay reassures her.

      Mom makes a face, like she doesn’t know how she’ll survive so long without them. Dallas getting drafted has been an adjustment, which makes sense, since she still hasn’t given up on finding Clay a team closer to home. Dad kisses her forehead and tells her to be happy she got to see them at all.

      “I’ll be back next Sunday,” I promise, ever reliable, and Mom sighs in relief.

      “I’ll make pasta,” she decides, pulling me in for a big hug while my father gives me a forehead kiss of my own.

      “Don’t work too hard.” My grandfather winks before giving me a hug, with handshakes for my brothers.
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        * * *

      

      We cover what’s new with their lives (nothing) and my academics (midterms were fine) while I drive to the airport. But the expectant looks my brothers give me as soon as I pull onto the highway almost make me wish I’d let our parents drive them instead.

      “Are you seeing anyone new?” Clay asks casually, but I feel both their eyes on me.

      “Nope.”

      I should have said ‘that’s none of your business,’ but I’m pretty sure there would be an inquisition if they even remotely suspected a guy might be getting close to me. Especially after Ethan.

      “How’s the roommate? Still getting along?” Dallas presses.

      “Anna’s great,” I assure them.

      I assume she is, only she’s never there. And on the rare occasions we’re in the room at the same time, she’s either wearing headphones or earplugs. Which is totally fine. After my roommate last year saw Dallas moving me in, she gave me her number to pass along to him and made our room so uncomfortable that I made excuses to sleep at home for the rest of the year. I’m determined to not do that again. Hopefully, spending more time on campus will somehow turn me into someone less socially awkward. Someone with friends who goes out and does stuff on a Friday night instead of staying in with a good book. Not that I’m complaining, but even the option to turn things down would be nice.

      “Do you guys hang out?” Clay asks, trying to get more out of me.

      “Sometimes.” I shrug.

      They can tell that means no, so Dallas takes over. “Parker says he invited you to their Halloween party, but you had other plans?” He looks so hopeful, like he might not have to worry about me so much anymore.

      “Halloween fell on a weekend this year, so there was a lot going on. But I’m still me, so we just got dressed up, gave out candy until the kids stopped coming, and then polished off the rest.”

      “Not at Mom and Dad’s, right?” Dallas asks.

      “I’m not that pathetic.” I roll my eyes, but Clay is squinting at me like he can see the truth stamped on my forehead.

      “Or with Grandad?” he presses, but he knows he has me.

      “I’ll have you know that everyone loved our UP costumes.” When I left last night, he was going to look into renting a helium machine – or a dog – for next year.

      “We’re sorry. We just want to make sure you’re giving other people the chance to see how awesome you are.” Clay winks at me in the rearview mirror.

      “Because you’re not biased at all.” I roll my eyes.

      “Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Dallas, who got shotgun because he’s the biggest and the oldest, puts his hand on mine. I twist my mouth around so I won’t cry while driving, but I wouldn’t trade these stupid brothers of mine for anything.

      “How’s the writing?” Clay asks me.

      “Good.” I shrug dismissively.

      “Good like you don’t want to talk about it?” Dallas tries. “Or you’re so mad at us for moving away that we don’t get the behind-the-scenes anymore?”

      I sigh, convinced they’re just being nice. My mom is the only one who genuinely gets excited anymore.

      “There’s this thing called Kobo Originals,” I admit, but even saying the words makes me nervous. “They’re looking for new authors with Romance series ideas. I already have a group of characters, the tropes I could use for each couple, and some of their backgrounds, but I’m still figuring out what ties them together.”

      I don’t necessarily expect their eyes to glaze over, but I’m surprised by how contemplative they get, like they really want to help.

      “You need a group of guys with different upbringings who become close and have to go against their nature, like get all soft and cuddly, to fall in love?” Clay asks.

      “Basically.”

      “Football,” Dallas says like it’s the obvious choice.

      “Baseball,” Clay suggests at the same time.

      “Hard pass,” I say immediately. “On both.”

      “Come on, our teams are exactly what you’re looking for.” Clay leans over the console. “Games are like battles, we have enemies and rivals, away games, and—” He’s lifting a finger for each, like a list of pros.

      “When I think of baseball players, I see you.” I start counting on my own fingers. “I would cringe every time I mentioned tight football pants, and I don’t want to picture either of you getting it on.” I shudder at the thought.

      “Getting it on?” Dallas arches an eyebrow.

      “Don’t want to think about it,” I remind him. “And I’ve tried giving them descriptions that are nothing like you, but then I picture Parker or Manning and⁠—”

      “Hell no,” they both say so fiercely that I can’t help but smile.

      “Hence my dilemma.”

      “This was easier when your stories revolved around dragons and ninjas,” Dallas teases.

      I’ve been writing stories since the day I learned how to spell my name, genre-hopping like nobody’s business, but there was always a love story. And romance sells. Last year, I dabbled in romantasy, which I’m sure is not what Dallas means when he suggests dragons, but a backstabbing best friend destroyed any shred of confidence I had. I’m slowly getting back into it, but the story isn’t flowing like it used to. Every time I have an idea, all I can see is why it won’t work, or how I’m not good enough to be the one to write it.

      “I will support you and buy anything you write,” Clay assures me, “but I don’t want to read about tight pants either.”

      “I’ll send you the blacked-out version I’m sending Mom,” I tease. “But you also really don’t have to⁠—”

      “We want to, Banana.” Dallas uses my childhood nickname. “If it wasn’t distracting, we would sit on your bed and cheer as you type.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Just wait for Thanksgiving.” Clay winks.

      “You guys are ridiculous.”

      “We just love you, Banana.”

      I pull into Departures and park in the drop-off zone. They don’t have much luggage, but they slip on shades and hats, reminding me they’re household names. It feels so surreal, especially when Clay opts for a beanie instead of the baseball caps he usually favors, since they would now make him more recognizable.

      Clay pulls me in first, then ruffles my hair before we do the stupid handshake we made up in middle school. When I turn to Dallas, he wraps his big bear arms around me and lifts me off my feet like he’s trying to squeeze my bones together.

      “I know, you don’t like parties, but can you please let Parker check on you?” He puts me down, but keeps his eyes on me, waiting for me to agree. “I totally get wanting to keep us to yourself, we’re a lot, but the guys already know you, so if you need something to do or people to hang out with, found families extend to baby sisters,” Dallas pleads of Wynchester’s football team, who will forever see him as a God.

      “I’m nineteen,” I remind him. My age changes, but their overprotectiveness – that I both love and hate – does not.

      “He said what he said,” Clay backs Dallas. “I can reach out to my old gang⁠—”

      “Nope.”

      Clay was drafted right out of high school, which he says is because he knew what he wanted to do and didn’t see the point in waiting, but I’m pretty sure had more to do with the fact that Dallas has always been the golden boy, and the only way to not spend the rest of his life under our big brother’s shadow was to start his pro career first. Which means his old teammates are scattered across the country rather than in a house a few blocks from my dorm. Yet I don’t doubt they’d show up.

      “Oh, could you also return this?” Dallas hands me a key fob with the Wynchester University logo on it. “I found it in my jacket and don’t want the school to hunt me down.”

      I’m about to ask what it’s for, though I assume it’s the athletic complex, but a shrill scream pierces my ears, and I cringe.

      “Oh my God, you’re that baseball player, the one who just won the world series.”

      She’s wearing harem pants and a sports bra as a shirt, while another girl follows her with the sweatshirt she must have discarded when she spotted my brother. She must be freezing.

      “It was a team effort,” Clay argues.

      “Are you headed back to Boston? Because I can personally ensure you hit a home run…”

      I slowly back away, not that the girls notice me or care that I’m there, which makes me feel sorry for anyone Clay might eventually date. Dallas tries to do the same, but the friend, who was rolling her eyes like she was used to her friend’s antics, spots him, and her mouth drops.

      “Dallas James?!?” She’s looking at him like he’s Tom Brady, not a rookie in his first season, but they’re right, the James boys are awesome.

      My brothers give me apologetic glances, but a crowd has gathered, so they smile and take pictures, signing whatever is put in front of them as I get back into my car and drive to campus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Noah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Like a Fucking Toddler

      

      

      “What happened with the blonde, Callahan? Did you take her home?” our goalie, Darren Steele, asks while spotting me in the weight room. He’s currently sporting a mustache, which I hope is for Movember and not a new fixture on his face.

      “She was nice,” I say dismissively. I don’t kiss and tell, so my answer would be the same even if I had, but in this case, the blonde left when I said I don’t do relationships, then her friend and I made use of an upstairs bedroom at the party. Cassidy was out the door before I even had to explain why I wouldn’t be seeing her again. I never bring girls home. I get names and majors, learn at least a couple of things about them so I’m not a total asshole, but then it’s best if I don’t see them again.

      “He came home alone,” David Alvarez shares, his tattooed arms flexed and ready to step in for Michael Lewis, who is pushing it, like he always does.

      “Not entirely true,” Mike points out.

      “Asshole.” Colton Beckford huffs, struggling with his weight, which makes sense given how much he drank last night.

      “What am I missing?” Steele asks, looking to me.

      “Colt passed out in the car on the way home, and we didn’t want him to drown in his own vomit, so Callahan carried him into the house,” Mike explains before I can.

      “Like a fucking toddler,” Colt grumbles. He’s the unruliest of the freshmen, and I can’t say there’s much difference between him and a two-year-old when he’s had that much to drink, except he was way heavier.

      “I tried to fireman carry you, but you kept⁠—”

      “What happened to the bro code?” Colt cuts me off before I can explain that he kept wrapping his arms around my neck.

      “We’re all bros,” Tanner Burke points out with a grin, looking like he just came in from a jog on Venice beach rather than Vermont in November. He says he runs hot, but he just likes being ogled, which happens more when you’re shirtless.

      “Thank God you’re not on the second floor.” I pat Colt on the shoulder as he collapses after his set.

      “It’s like Coach knows we had a party last night,” he complains.

      “It was Halloween,” Owen Brooks points out. He spent half his day yesterday FaceTiming with all his nieces and nephews to see their costumes. One of them asked if she could come to our party instead of hers, Colt promised to personally take care of her, and Owen nearly castrated him. I don’t think Colt would have made the comment had he known the girl was in high school, but it made me grateful my sister, who dressed up as me, is only eight.

      “Also, it was a Saturday,” Joseph Spring remarks.

      “We weren’t this bad, were we?” Burke asks him.

      They’re both seniors, while I live in a house with Owen, Dave, Mike, and Colt, the freshmen. Steele is a Junior, like me, and Chris Donovan is a sophomore, but I don’t think any of us partied as much as Colt, even back then. We lived in dorms, so house parties weren’t as easy, but we also hadn’t made friends with the football team, the frats, sororities… Every night, Colt has a list from which to choose where he’ll go. While most of us will do Friday or Saturday, depending on games, he’ll do both, and won’t balk at weeknight parties if the incentives are right.

      “Hopefully you’ll recover in time for practice this afternoon.” Spring shakes his head, because as the other offensive winger, he’ll have to take up the slack.

      “Fuck,” is Colt’s response.

      

      I call my mom to check in on my way to the library after practice.

      “Hey baby, how’s school?” she asks, but there’s screaming in the background, hopefully from my seven-month-old brother and not an actual emergency.

      “All good,” I assure her. “Is that Tatum?”

      “Yeah, he’s got a lot of energy today. I don’t know how I’m going to wrangle him at Isabelle’s practice.”

      The way she says it is performative, like she’s giving herself an excuse. Which I wouldn’t have picked up on, only Izzie did nothing but shrug when I asked her how hockey practice was going without me, which was weird.

      “What time is that at?”

      My senior year of high school, I’d bring her to the seven a.m. class, because assisting the coaches helped me warm up, then the rink manager let her play in the penalty box during my practice. Izzie loves the ice, so it worked out perfectly, until I got to Wynchester and had to drive an hour each way at the butt-crack of dawn, rushing back in time for a workout or morning skate. It was exhausting, and I didn’t think I would be able to keep it up after I became captain, so I was grateful when my mom said she could handle it this year.

      “Three-thirty, so we’ve got time,” she assures me, but then there’s a pause, and I can hear the reluctance in her sigh, the hesitation. “Assuming Tatum calms down, but then I really need to⁠—”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and do the math. “I can take her,” I volunteer.

      “No, baby, you don’t have to do that,” she says quickly. “We’ll manage.”

      But I do have to, now I know that Mom ‘managing’ means Izzie misses out on her activities, which isn’t fair. It’s not like I can’t study when I get home tonight. I’ll be tired, but Iz will be happy.

      “It’s fine, I don’t have practice until seven, and it’s been months since I’ve seen her in action. It’ll be fun.”

      “That would be amazing, if you’re sure you don’t mind.”

      I don’t, in the sense that I would do absolutely anything for my siblings, but my mom sounds so relieved that I’d go even if it was the last place I wanted to be.

      “Not at all. I’ll come over now and we can do lunch. Sandwiches from Mama Joy’s?”

      “You spoil me. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      I cup my hands around my mouth and shout, “Let’s go, Izzie! Woohoo!”, enjoying the way my sister’s eyes go wide with embarrassment, and she glares at me until I get back to the group I’m in charge of.

      I’m not the only family member cheering, even though they’re mostly running drills, but I am the only one doing it from the ice. Which is Izzie’s fault for volunteering me to help coach when one of the dads didn’t show up, and for being so damned talented. At the skating part, at least. Not that she’s not great at hockey, but she’s way more into figure skating, even if she refuses to acknowledge it. I’ve taught her all I know, but as much as I would do anything for my sister, I’m not going to go back to figure skating so I can teach her more of it. A year was enough.

      “It was great having you today,” the dad in charge thanks me at the end, while the kids get changed. “Your daughter mentioned you coached her morning class?”

      “Sister,” I correct with a tight smile. Back when I lived at home, it didn’t feel like there was much of a difference, until I’d compare myself to how our dad was with me, and saw how clearly I was failing her. “I helped coach the last three years, but I can’t do afternoons. My mom brings her.”

      He gives me a look that tells me she doesn’t, even if I hadn’t already seen him recognize everyone except my little sister when we arrived. It’s not because Izzie isn’t memorable.

      “I hear they’re still short-handed, if ever you wanted to switch back to mornings. Kid can skate.” He pats me on the back before heading off and a weight settles in my chest, because I can either give up my Sunday mornings or let Izzie give up hockey. Which isn’t really a choice, but it still fucking sucks.

      I return the skates and am about to check my phone when Izzie barrels towards me, and if I wasn’t 6’4” and over 200lbs, she very well could have knocked me over. Instead, I twirl her around, praising her skills, loving the way her face absolutely lights up, especially when I use specifics. Dad used to come to all my games and practices, and nothing made me happier than when we dissected hockey on the drive home. Even criticism was framed like exciting new challenges we could take on next week, but he always made it clear he was proud of me and loved me unconditionally.

      Fuck, I miss him.

      “Jeremy says his slapshot is better than mine, but I’m working on it,” Izzie shares.

      “You were flawless,” I assure her. “Want some ice cream before I drop you off?”

      “Do you have time?” she asks, hopefully because she remembers I have practice, and not because I’ve made her feel like I don’t have time for her.

      I look at my watch. “Of course.” I smile. “Just don’t tell Mom I let you have dessert before dinner.” I wink before we head out.

      I check my phone while we walk and see the Team Chat is active, plus I have a few missed calls. I skim them while I start the car and see Coach asked if practice could be at six instead of seven.

      Fuck.

      My heart drops, sinking lower as I scroll through every other guy on the team agreeing to the new time. My latest text is from Coach but just to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Coach Benson

      

      
        Practice is at 6 tonight. Hope you can make it, Captain. If not, come by my office on Monday.

      

      

      

      

      

      As captain, I make it a point to be the first to show up and the last to leave, so I would have been on the ice by 6:30 at the latest, but no way can I get there in the next half hour after ice cream and dropping Izzie off.

      “Hey, Iz, would it be okay if we raincheck the ice cream?” I ask her while dialing our mom. “Maybe next weekend?”

      I can see her face drop and hate myself for disappointing her, but Mom picks up before I can grovel.

      “Hey baby, how was it?”

      “Iz is phenomenal,” I tell her, but I hardly get a smile from my sister, more like she’s resigned. “We’re actually on our way back, if that’s okay?”

      “Already?”

      “Are you not home?”

      “I brought Tatum to Doug’s parents’. He’s getting off at five and was going to go get Iz from you, then meet us here for dinner,” she explains, referring to Tatum’s father. I never know if they’re dating or co-parenting, and this stringing her along makes it hard for me to respect the guy, but I bite my tongue.

      Izzie sighs like she’s used to not being a priority, to feeling like an inconvenience.

      “I can just wait home alone until he gets there,” she assures me, but while I’m not sure if she’s old enough to be left alone, I do know I don’t want to leave her with that look on her face, especially not because of me.

      “Her bedtime is still eight?” I sigh, knowing this is a bad idea, but there isn’t much else I can do.

      “That’s the plan,” Mom agrees.

      “Cool. Um, I’m gonna bring her with me, then I’ll drive her back after.” Dread forms in the pit of my stomach, because this complicates everything, but Izzie’s face lights up, so whatever consequence Coach gives me will be worth it.

      “You sure? What will she do during your game?”

      “It’s just a practice.” Which makes it worse, because Coach’s wife is there for a lot of games, and Lacey, Darren’s girlfriend has never missed a home one, but neither usually come to practice. “Coach often brings his granddaughter, so they can hang out together.”

      “She’ll love that, baby. You kids have fun, and I can’t wait to see you tonight.”

      “Will do,” I assure her. As screwed as I now am, I can’t help but smile at how happy my sister is in the backseat.
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        * * *

      

      “Stick to me, okay?”

      I figure Izzie’s too old for me to hold her hand inside the building, but there are a lot of hallways she can get lost in, and we can’t afford the therapy if she wanders into the locker rooms where my teammates hang around with their junk out.

      “There’s no one here,” she says in awe.

      “We don’t often have people here during practice. Only special ones.”

      Izzie smiles like she knows I’m full of shit, but appreciates it, nonetheless.

      “Iz, can you sit right here for a few minutes? I’m just going to let my coach know you’re here.”

      She nods and takes something out of her princess backpack, which I’m glad she brought. Coach’s office is around the corner, so I head over and knock on the side, ignoring his very serious open-door policy.

      “Callahan, glad you could make it.” He gives me a look that’s a cross between relief and annoyance, possibly because I have never not answered my phone for him before, which probably contributed to his so vocally backing me for captain.

      “Sorry, I assisted with my sister’s hockey practice and no phones on the ice. Is Liv here?” I ask of his granddaughter.

      “No, they added a last-minute mandatory faculty meeting about the whole Berwick debacle, and I didn’t want her here for that.”

      “Yeah, of course,” I say like I have any idea what he’s talking about.

      “Unless there’s something else, I’ll see you on the ice.”

      It’s a clear dismissal, then his phone rings and he looks as stressed as I feel, so I nod and walk out without asking him about Izzie.

      Instead, I pull up our group text.

      
        
        Wolves Team Chat

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Does anyone have someone watching practice today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Spring

      

      
        Nope.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Donovan

      

      
        Looking for an audience?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Colt

      

      
        Are you going to make us do TikToks?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        David

      

      
        Hell no.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        To both.

      

      

      

      

      

      I get three more NOs before Darren calls.

      “What’s up man? Did this become a closed practice or do you want people?”

      “Is Lacey coming?” I ask hopefully.

      “No, she went to that haunted house on Chestnut.”

      “True, that was today.” She’s been talking about it for weeks, because they go all out for Halloween, and today is her only chance to see it in daylight, which I feel ruins the magic, but she’s always liked peeking behind the curtain.

      “I can try to get her to come, but it’s a ways, and⁠—”

      “No, it’s fine, don’t worry about it,” I stop him from ruining her day. She probably wouldn’t get here in time anyway.

      “You sure?”

      “All good,” I lie. “See you soon.”

      I hang up and am about to suck it up and go ask Coach if Izzie can hang out in the penalty box, but I haven’t heard her since I left his office. I round the corner to say I’ll be another minute, but while the princess bag is still there, my sister isn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Savannah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Baby James

      

      

      Back on campus, Anna is napping in our dorm, and I don’t want to wake her, so I bring my backpack to the library instead. It’s mostly deserted, so my favorite table by the fireplace is free. The cackle of the flames eating the wood is the only sound I hear, which is perfect for homework, but I’m up to date on that, even ahead on some readings, so I take out my leather notebook. I got it for my birthday, with a card telling me to fill it with my stories, but so far it just has a bunch of papers slipped into the back pocket where I scribble down ideas and plotting attempts. There are a lot of scraps.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dallas

      

      
        Just landed. Loved seeing everyone. HBD Dad, and see you all again soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I heart Dallas’ message in our family text chain. I miss having him close, because I love him and all, but I also liked hanging out in the stands during his practices. There was always something going on if I wanted to daydream or figure out a plot hole, but there was also something about being out there with nothing better to do than write that got my creative juices flowing.

      It isn’t too cold out today, and Sunday afternoons usually had football practices, so I pack everything up and make my way to the field.

      

      I still know most of the players, but they’re all too engrossed in the game to notice me. Except Parker, who’s been best friends with Clayton for at least a decade, and became Dallas’ protégé when he joined the Wynchester football team, making him my double bonus big brother. He winks at me and makes an ‘S’ with his hands from their huddle, and though I shake my head at him, my face surely crimson, I can’t help the smile that takes over.

      There are a couple of girls watching our interaction, so I get some glares and assessing looks, but they must decide I’m not a threat, because they stick up their noses and turn back to the boys, while I pull my coat and scarf tighter.

      A football team would solve a lot of my plotting issues. It would be fun to add classes, interactions on campus, the electricity of game night…but every time I picture my love interest, I now see Dallas, and that will not do.

      I cross out that page.

      Maybe firefighters?

      “Oh my God!”

      The voice is way too close for her not to be talking to me, as I’m the only one in this section of the stands, so I close my book and look up.

      She has dark hair and fake nails that look like Wolverine’s claws, but her face tells me absolutely nothing. I am about to tell her she has the wrong girl, but she speaks before I can.

      “You’re Baby James,” she tells me, garnering us the attention of anyone close enough to hear her exclamations. I wince when she adds, “Dallas and I were super tight when he went here, if you know what I mean.” She winks, so I figure it out easily, as does everyone else around us, while I try to sink lower into my seat. “Natasha Rummoli.”

      She smiles as if she expects me to know who she is.

      “Nice to meet you.” I put on my polite smile, resisting the urge to scratch the back of my neck, but my scarf feels like it’s suffocating me.

      “The thing is, he gave me his new number, but I lost the paper before I could put it in my phone. If you could just give it to me now, I’m sure he’d appreciate it.”

      She says it with such a straight face I almost believe her, but my brother hasn’t changed his cell number since he got it at fifteen.

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll call you when he has a minute. There’s been a lot of training and travel now the season is going.”

      I don’t want to be the one to tell her he most definitely blocked her number, unless she never actually had his to begin with, but I can see her brain working.

      “Of course. That makes total sense. Only I lost my phone a while back, and decided to get a new number. Stalker ex,” she adds to justify the switch.

      “I’m so sorry. If you want, you can give me your number and I’ll pass it along next time he calls,” I offer. And I will. I just don’t think he’ll take it.

      “You could just call him.” She tries to hand me her phone, as if I would be dumb enough to type his number into it for her.

      “He’s on a plane right now, but like I said—” I get up and try to leave, but another girl joins us.

      “Did you say your brother is Dallas James?”

      “That last game against Baltimore, he was amazing.”

      “He was great,” I agree, tugging off my scarf, but it doesn’t help with the sweating. I don’t have an issue with crowds, and to be honest, I had no problem giving speeches to hundreds of kids at summer camp. But this kind of attention makes me queasy. “I’m so sorry, but I have a meeting with my advisor, so I’m just going to⁠—”

      “Do you ever get to see him play?”

      “Will he be back here soon?”

      “Is he seeing anyone?”

      “Hey ladies,” Parker’s flirtiest voice cuts through their interrogation. “How ‘bout cheering for us on the next one?”

      Parker never gives jersey chasers the time of day, so they all focus on him, and the other Wolves, allowing me to slip past the girls, where I feel like I can finally take a breath.

      I mouth, “Thank you,” and make a beeline for the exit.

      

      I’m not ready to go back to my dorm, whether Anna is awake or not, but I don’t want to go back to the library either. I’m halfway to Words and Lattes, my favorite café on Ivy, when I put my hands in my pocket and find the key fob Dallas asked me to return.

      Unlike my brothers, I like to follow the rules, so I head back to campus. When I walk into the state-of-the-art athletic complex, I head straight for the reception desk to hand it in, ignoring the pool and fancy weight rooms. It isn’t until I get to the intersection of administrative offices and the arena that I hesitate. The door to the rink is wide open, and I realize I’ve never been inside. Hockey is one of the few sports my brothers were never into, or at least not long enough for me to go to any games. I look around to make sure no one can see me before I slip inside. It can’t hurt to take a look, right?

      It’s not as cold as I expected, or as empty, as there are a handful of guys on the other side of the ice, waiting for the Zamboni to finish cleaning it. I find the whole thing fascinating.

      No one notices me, so I climb the stairs to a block of seats that are partially hidden from the ice, which would suck if I was here to watch a game but all I want is some peace and partial quiet to write.

      I pull out my leather notebook and get back to work, coming up with my main plot points, and what makes my characters tick.

      I nearly jump when I look up and see a little girl watching me from a few feet away. Her light brown hair is braided into two pigtails, and she’s wearing a sparkly outfit under two winter coats, the top one looking like it could belong to one of my brothers.

      “Are you here to watch practice?” she asks, coming close.

      “I’d like to,” I tell her honestly, scanning the area for whoever she belongs to.

      “You must be special then. My brother says only special people are allowed to watch them practice, but a lot of people come to the games. Do you go to those?”

      Without asking, she takes the seat beside me, and I can’t help but admire her confidence.

      “I haven’t yet. Do you come here often?”

      “Not here, but I used to. You should come. He’s good.”

      I assume she means her brother. “I’m sure he is.”

      “What are you working on?” She points to the notebook I closed when she walked up.

      “I like to write stories,” I admit, though I would usually keep that to myself.

      “Like fairytales or chapter books? I’m reading Charlotte’s Web, but there are some words I don’t know yet.”

      “I loved that one,” I share. “This is more like a chapter book than a fairytale, but there will be a happily ever after.”

      “I like that,” she tells me. “Noah makes up really good bedtime stories when he’s the one in charge. With voices and everything.”

      “My brothers were really good at that too.”

      “Are you too old for bedtime stories now? My friend Holly says they’re for babies, so I told my mom not to, but I still let Noah.”

      “I don’t think we’re ever too old for stories. You’re what, ten?”

      “Eight,” she tells me proudly.

      “My apologies.” I smile, remembering when I was also thrilled to have people think I was older. “I was a camp monitor, and even the other monitors loved bedtime stories.”

      “I was in the Ladybug group,” she admits, looking at me with some kind of regret. “Veronica was in yours, and she said you were the best.”

      “That’s very sweet.” I remember the overly dramatic blonde fondly. “Tell Veronica I say hi.”

      “Is your name really Banana?” the girl asks with a furrowed brow that makes me laugh out loud.

      “Savannah,” I correct her. “But my brothers call me Banana, so I used it for camp. What about you?”

      “Isabelle, but most people call me Izzie.”

      “It’s really nice to meet you.”

      

      We move on to what I’m studying, and she asks insightful questions, before I am fully distracted by the six foot something adonis walking toward us, looking concerned. His eyes are a deep blue I’d assume were contacts if the girl beside me didn’t have the same ones. He runs his hand through his dark hair to keep it off his face, and I’m shocked that my first thought is that I wonder what it feels like. It’s not even the fact that he’s tall and built and looks like he could bench press me but still look good in a suit – a very important quality. I grew up with athletes, but he struts up with a pink princess backpack over his shoulder, and when Izzie rushes into his arms for a koala hug and he looks relieved rather than annoyed, my ovaries melt.

      “I was worried, Iz. I told you to stay there,” he chastises, but there’s no harshness to it, only concern.

      “I know, but I saw Savannah. She was a camp counsellor and she’s going to watch practice too.”

      He turns to me, and I am literally speechless. Those eyes are beautiful on their own, but him focusing them on me makes the world stop and I feel flushed before I remember I should be saying something. I open my mouth to explain that I’m not staying now I’ve been discovered, but before I can come up with a decent excuse as to why I’m here, a security guard comes out of nowhere and asks, “Who let you in?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Noah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poker Face

      

      

      “Sorry Ted, this is my sister, Isabelle. She came in with me,” I tell the relatively new security guard. I would say he takes his job a little too seriously, but I know what some of the guys have gotten up to in the locker room after hours.

      “We saw, but I have no record of her,” he says with a head nod to the woman – Savannah – who’s sitting in the stands with what looks like homework spread around her.

      Ted takes out an iPad, which I assume has security footage, or maybe a log of everyone who’s used their fob to get into the training complex, but all I can see is the terror in Savannah’s hazel eyes while she struggles to come up with an explanation as to how she got in, and my chest goes tight, like I want to protect her. Because she’s clearly about to lie. I don’t recognize her, which could mean she’s new, but I’m betting she isn’t supposed to be here.

      I put Izzie down because she’s wiggling and too old for me to be holding her like an infant, but instead of staying with me, she goes back to sit beside Savannah. And I get an idea. A crazy one, but I’m in a bind, Izzie seems to trust her, and I can’t leave the poor girl hanging.

      “That’s my bad too,” I say, shocked by how easily the lie comes once I make the decision. “My mom arranged for Savannah here to come watch Izzie during the game. She didn’t realize it was just a practice.”

      I find it reassuring that Savannah has absolutely no poker face, because if Ted wasn’t focused on me, he would see that she has no idea what I’m saying and disagrees with all of it.

      “Liv’s not coming today?” Ted asks.

      “Unfortunately, not.” I give him a reluctant smile, hoping I can hide my emotions better than this woman can.

      “All guests are supposed to sign in upon entry, but if you’re with Callahan,” Ted says, waiting for me to confirm it with a nod before giving Savannah a stern look. “I’ll put a note, and you can take care of it before you leave.”

      “Will do,” I assure him, waiting until he’s down the stairs before I turn to my sister’s new friend.

      “I’m so sorry about that. I just came and didn’t think, I—I’ll head out now,” she assures me, shoving things into her bag.

      “You don’t have to— I mean, if you wouldn’t mind, Izzie could use someone to hang out with during practice. Unless she was wrong, and you’re not staying?”

      “No. I…I definitely was planning on staying, but I didn’t know we weren’t allowed.” She’s flustered and looks like she’s trying to sink into the floor, letting out a huff that lifts a strand of curly brown hair off her face before she notices and quickly tucks it behind her ear.

      “You are, unless this was a closed practice, which we don’t do often. Guests just need to register with arena security.”

      I would probably feel safer leaving my sister with her if Ted had seen her ID, but now that she’s made it in without notice, he’ll be keeping an eye on them, and won’t let her leave without the appropriate signatures.

      She looks at me like she really isn’t sure about this. I imagine she isn’t afraid of Izzie, so it must be me, or she’s way out of her depth.

      “You were a camp counsellor, right?”

      “I was.”

      “And Iz doesn’t so much need constant supervision as an adult somewhere off the ice in case something happens.”

      “I’m first aid certified,” she tells me quickly, then looks like she regrets it, but I smile, finding her eagerness – even if she hasn’t agreed to anything yet – adorable.

      “Look, I’m in a jam because I didn’t have time to bring her home before coming here. I could ask a custodian, but if you don’t mind, I think she’d be more comfortable sitting with you. And I promise she’ll be on her best behavior.” I look to Iz and wait for her to nod. “I can pay you or owe you one to claim at a time of your choosing.” I smile, very aware that I’m trying to charm her into agreeing, but she focuses more on my sister.

      “There’s no need for that. Of course I’ll watch her,” Savannah says, sounding anything but sure.

      “Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

      I hand Izzie her pink bag.

      “I’ll be right on the ice, and I’ll be watching, so just wave if you need anything, okay?”

      “What if I just want to say hi?” my sister asks, equal parts smartass and not wanting to worry me when she cheers as enthusiastically as possible.

      “Both arms like this if you need me, okay?” I demonstrate, which gets them to giggle, but Savannah is better at hiding it this time.

      “Break a leg.” Izzie smiles. “Not a real one.”

      “Love you, kid.” I ruffle her hair and thank Savannah again before going to the locker room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Savannah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Being A Little Sister

      

      

      “He’s not normally that flustered,” Izzie says once we’re alone, sitting a seat away from me, taking out what looks like a math textbook.

      “He seems like a good big brother.” More based on their relationship than how he just coerced me into watching her.

      “He’s the best. I was kind of hoping his big house meant we could have sleepovers, but I don’t think he trusts his roommates,” she shares with a heavy sigh. My eyes must go wide, because she adds, “To not give me extra chocolate bars or ice cream before dinner. He wouldn’t live with them if they were mean.”

      “Does Liv usually watch you while he practices?” I shamelessly try to find out about who I assume is Noah’s girlfriend, based on his reaction to the security guard’s question, but it is absolutely none of my business.

      “I have no idea who Liv is,” Izzie argues.

      I nod, but a guy who looks like that and dotes on his little sister has to be taken. Or fighting off more conquests than he can handle.

      “Are you a figure skater?” I ask of Izzie’s sparkly outfit.

      “Not really.” She looks sad for half a second before she lights up again. “But I play hockey. Not that I’m very good, but I’m working on it. Did you know they have girl leagues? And they let a girl play with the boys in the NHL once?”

      “I did not know that.”

      Noah skates to the middle of the ice, drawing my attention even before Izzie jumps up and waves, making sure to only use one arm.

      He waves to her, his smile making his blue eyes shine before he sends a grateful nod in my direction. That, combined with the intense look on his face as he runs his hand through his hair before putting on his helmet grips my core in the same way steamy scenes in books usually do. And that’s before he and his teammates start stretching, thrusting into the ice in a way that almost makes me cover Izzie’s eyes. I don’t think it’s enough to make me blush, but given his sister’s proximity, I tear my gaze away and look down at her books.

      “Math?” I ask. “Is that one of your favorite subjects?”

      “No, I like gym. And French, but we don’t have that a lot. I brought this because Noah’s good at numbers and explaining them. Way better than my teacher,” she adds.

      “Are you having trouble?”

      “I’m not the best at it,” she admits with another heavy sigh.

      “I wasn’t either,” I assure her. I hated it, because school was usually my thing. “My brothers were so good at it, and they never even tried, but I had to study for hours to get the same grades.”

      “Did it get better?” She sounds hopeful yet skeptical.

      “The great thing about math is that once you understand it rather than just memorizing your formulas, it gets easier. That, and you get to a point where you might not have to take it anymore.” I get by mostly with the math I’m sure Izzie has already mastered.

      “I’d love that,” she says with yearning. “I wanted to be good enough at something that I could go to the Olympics and not have school anymore, but Noah told me they’re still homeschooled or tutored, so I’d have to learn the same things in less time and without friends.”

      “Sounds terrible.” I humor her. “Do you play other sports?”

      “No, just hockey. Noah came today, even though he wasn’t supposed to, and he was cheering loud like it was an actual game. It was embarrassing.” Her smile tells me she enjoyed every minute of it.

      “I think it’s the curse of being a little sister,” I say conspiratorially, remembering how loud my brothers were at my ballet recitals, before I quit. I think they were each kicked out at least once.

      “What sports do you play?”

      “I used to do ballet.”

      “Why did you stop?” There’s a hint of fear, like she’s afraid to give it up, but worries she might have to.

      “I just got busy.” I smile, but the truth is I wasn’t good enough. Not that I was terrible, but I was never going to be a ballerina, and while no one ever pointed it out to me, I knew that every Saturday Mom brought me to ballet meant Dad had to miss work to take my brothers to their sports things, or they had to go with a friend’s parents, which meant they had no one for them in the stands, and that’s not how the James family rolls. I also felt silly having athletes who win championships and MVP awards cheering me on at a silly recital when I was never going to get a solo. I’ve always enjoyed being active, like swimming or barre workouts, but if given the choice, I will always choose a book, so I can read about ballerinas at the top of their game. Or a pen and a blank sheet of paper, so I can write those same stories.

      “We’re too busy too sometimes,” Izzie admits, bringing me back to our conversation. She shouts, “Let’s go Noah!” before I can ask more.

      “Did he score?” I try to read the play.

      “No.” She looks at me like I’m being ridiculous. “He’s number 19, with Callahan on his back.”

      Their practice seems to have gone from drills to a practice game, so Izzie watches instead of talking, and while I was oddly enjoying the conversation, I am immediately enthralled by the skaters below us. The drills were impressive, but now they’re tearing across the ice faster than any of my brothers’ teammates could ever run. And the puck is a lot smaller than a football, so it’s hard to keep track if you’re not paying attention. Which I am, mostly. But I think I follow number 19 more than I follow the puck. Every time someone scores, they all come together and congratulate the scorer, as well as anyone who helped. I don’t know why I thought skates would change that, but watching them interact, it's very clear I’ve found a band of brothers. And the best part? When I imagine my novel’s hero as a hockey player, I don’t have a single relation, or brother’s best friend, pop into my head. I slightly picture Noah, but that’s to be expected, because he’s the only hockey player I can name. With a little research, maybe a few games, I’m sure I can come up with a hero who won’t make me blush too hard if I ever run into Noah on campus.

      I look around and find so many settings and ideas…the inspiration I’d been lacking hits me like a freight train.

      He’ll play hockey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Noah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What is Icing?

      

      

      “Dude, you, okay?” Tanner asks as soon as I get to my cubby and start changing into my gear.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I apologize, though the clock in the corner says 5:50. I’ll be on the ice by six, which isn’t technically late, but I like to be warmed up and to have checked in with everyone before we start.

      “You’re good, bro,” Owen assures me. “We were just worried when no one could reach you.”

      “Won’t happen again,” I promise, then hustle to get on the ice and skate a few laps before Coach joins us.

      I look up to catch Izzie’s eyes, and as stressful as the past hour has been, her smile, both this afternoon and now, watching me skate like she hasn’t since I graduated high school, makes it worth it. Mostly.

      I’m distracted during Coach’s speech, and during the first few drills, questioning my decision to leave my sister with a woman I’ve never met before, even if she looked incapable of hurting a fly, let alone kidnapping an eight-year-old. But Izzie is tougher than she looks, and usually a good judge of character. She can be quiet when you first meet her, but she’s engrossed in an animated conversation with Savannah, looking so happy.

      “Nice move, Callahan,” Coach Benson shouts after I score on Steele, who glares at me.

      “Where the fuck did that come from?” he asks when I skate back to him.

      “It’s the Corey feint. Think I should try it on RPI this week?”

      “I think I’d be a lot more impressed if it wasn’t used against me,” he agrees. “Who the fuck is Corey?”

      “One of the kids in Izzie’s class this afternoon.”

      “An eight-year-old taught you that?”

      “He might have accidentally discovered it, but he’s going places.” I grin, because Corey finished the move by sliding his entire body into the net when he couldn’t figure out how to stop, but he gave it his all, and I admire that.

      “How come you don’t ask me to help with that anymore?” Tanner asks. A few of the guys came once or twice, mostly to fulfill our community service requirement.

      “I haven’t been doing it lately.” I shrug, but I haven’t included Tanner in the group text when I need volunteers in years. Which he knows, as he eyes me expectantly. “I’d rather not have to explain to parents why their kids keep dropping F bombs,” I point out.

      “That was one time.”

      “It was a five-minute string of expletives.”

      “Who brought the chick?” Spring asks, looking into the stands.

      “Wait, is that Izzie with her?” Tanner eyes me suspiciously. “She got big.”

      For a while, my screensaver was her as a four-year-old on my shoulders, because we both looked so damn happy, and goofy, that I smiled every time I saw it.

      “Yeah, she’s eight,” I agree.

      “Is that your mom?” Spring is straining his eyes, but while Savannah hasn’t taken off her coat, or the scarf she’s bundled up in, she doesn’t look old enough to be anyone’s mother. Though she does have a very ‘girl-next-door’ quality about her.

      “Just a girl who’s watching Izzie for me during practice,” I admit before getting them back to their drills, ignoring their questions until they get the message and pay attention.

      By the time we get to the scrimmage, Izzie is cheering for me in the otherwise empty arena so I can see how my doing it this afternoon might have been a bit much. But it also pushes me to skate faster, better, and harder than I probably would have during a normal practice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t talk to anyone in the locker room, just shower and put on sweats before going back to the stands, where it looks very much like Savannah is helping Izzie with her math homework.

      “Hey,” I say, knowing I shouldn’t smile when Savannah jumps and puts her hand on her heart. She reminds me of Lacey, not in looks, but the shy smile she gives me is exactly like the ones Lacey used to give Darren freshman year. My chest grows tight because yeah, sometimes it sounds like that would be nice, to have someone in the stands for you, both literally and figuratively, but I don’t have the time or energy for that shit.

      “You were so good!” Izzie jumps into my arms. “Way faster than this afternoon. You’re holding back with us,” she calls me on it.

      “I don’t need to skate fast with you, I just need to demonstrate,” I argue. “Were you good for Savannah?”

      “She was excellent company,” Savannah assures me while Izzie nods, repeatedly.

      “I like her,” Izzie adds while I help her pack up her things. I hide a smile when Savannah’s cheeks turn red.

      “I can’t thank you enough for this. I usually have my shi—my schedule together, but they moved practice up an hour, and I⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, it really wasn’t a problem. Izzie was a pleasure, and I appreciate not getting kicked out of the arena.”

      “Ted wouldn’t have kicked you out, he just would have grilled you more and made you sign in immediately,” I assure her, noticing those same nerves from before. “What sport do you play?”

      The athletic complex, which houses our arena, is open to all the school’s athletes, since it has the best weight rooms, along with a pool and saunas.

      “I might have followed someone else in,” she says like an admission of wrongdoing, but I get the feeling she’s lying. Which would make sense if her boyfriend gave her his fob, since we’re neither allowed to bring guests to the training rooms nor lend out our fobs. I think our names pop up when
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