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  Chapter 1

Olivia


Olivia Stewart stumbled toward her front door, clutching her aching abdomen. It had taken ten years of pain, heavy bleeding, traumatic ER visits, and half a dozen doctors to get her endometriosis diagnosis. Birth control kept her symptoms mostly under control, but she still had bad days. 
She cursed her uterus. Fucking thing took and took and took, literally bleeding her dry until she struggled to stay conscious.
She tried to get through her workday, but they sent her home early. Vertigo made focusing on a computer screen impossible. Her boss struggled with the same issue and took pity on her whenever possible. As soon as her coworkers finished their lunch breaks, Olivia was handed a Gatorade and ordered to take her ass home. 
She fumbled her keys, muttering curses under her breath as she stooped to pick them up. Lance would be pissed if she woke him. His shift started soon, and nobody wanted a sleepy surgeon. With the door unlocked she tiptoed into her own home, feeling like an intruder.
When she followed him to Seattle, she’d imagined date nights and working together and drinking wine while they watched movies on random Thursday evenings. Getting away from his controlling family seemed like the perfect opportunity to grow together as a couple. It had been six months, and they hadn’t done any of the things she’d looked forward to. Lance was settling into his role at the hospital, and though they worked in the same building, they were on opposite schedules. She didn’t know how they could start a family if they couldn’t even find time to eat dinner together once a week. 
She kicked off her shoes and set her purse on the kitchen counter, stopping to eat a single slice of plain wheat bread so she could take pain pills without vomiting them back up later. The pills swallowed, she snuck into the guest bathroom to change into pajamas, hoping to nap away the agony. 
The bed squeaked in the next room, pulling Olivia out of her trance. 
Fuck. She’d woken Lance. 
This is all she would hear about for the next week. She sighed and opened the bathroom door, ready to face the music. The bed creaked again, and she hustled to the bedroom. If he had to get out of bed, his complaining would be much worse. 
What she found stopped her dead in her tracks. She needn’t have worried about disturbing Lance’s sleep. He was very much awake. 
Her boyfriend’s bare ass flexed as he ground into his partner. Toned legs encircled his waist, pink-painted toes curling in pleasure. Olivia could only stare until the adrenaline kicked in. She flicked on the lights to better see her future being flushed down the toilet.
Lance’s movements stilled, his head snapping toward her, his dick still buried in his mystery woman. Rage fueled Olivia’s next movements. He wasn’t worth a fight. Nothing he said mattered anymore. She’d planned her life around him. Around having his babies. Wearing his wedding band. She tolerated a lot of shit during their years together. His constantly putting his own needs ahead of hers. Walking on eggshells in her own home, terrified she would wake him with her mere existence or say something to set him off. Being told “soon” every time she asked when they were getting married. If he cheated while they were dating, he wouldn’t stay faithful when they were married. 
Numbness spread through her chest. Her body moved before her mind caught up. Grabbing an overnight bag out of her closet—the smaller closet because Lance’s suits were more important than her work clothes and pajamas—she stuffed a week’s worth of clothes into it. Lance scrambled out of bed. She gave him a once-over, taking in his rumpled hair, glassy eyes, and flagging dick. No condom in sight. The fucker.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
She ignored him, gathering her skincare and makeup bags from the bathroom as he followed her around. All the while he talked, but Olivia was so mentally removed she couldn’t have told you a single word he said. She stormed back into the bedroom, grabbing her birth control and antidepressants from the bedside table. 
The naked woman in her bed sat up, gathering Olivia’s favorite flannel sheets to cover her breasts. “You don’t have to be such a bitch. I’ll go, and you guys can talk things out.”
Olivia hadn’t realized who her boyfriend had been fucking. She had liked the perky nurse. Adored her. They’d gone on coffee dates and shared breaks at work. They’d gone on double dates with her and a couple of her boyfriends over the past few months. Now she knew why Lance encouraged her to invite Amanda over so often.
“Oh, fuck you, Amanda,” Olivia said. “You were supposed to be my friend.”
“We are friends.”
“Not anymore.”
Lance tried to rip the bag from her hands. “You aren’t going anywhere until we talk.” His words were a demand, but Olivia held tight to her bag. 
“I don’t have anything to say to you.” 
If she had to stay there one more minute, she would break down, and he didn’t deserve to witness that humiliation. She tugged the bag. When he didn’t let go, she forced herself to meet his gaze. She yanked at the bag again.
“Let go of me, Lance,” she said through clenched teeth. 
“You have to let me explain.” 
Olivia didn’t have to do shit for him. She bit down hard on the inside of her cheek to keep her tears in check. She didn’t answer him. Didn’t agree to hear him out. 
Lance let go when she yanked on the bag again, letting her stumble backward. “Fine,” he said, his face flushed with anger. 
Olivia threw her duffel bag over her shoulder and headed for the door. 
“If you leave right now, don’t bother coming back. We’re done,” he yelled after her.
“Good,” she said, and stormed out of the apartment, slamming the door behind her. 

      [image: ]She’d maintained her dignity in front of Lance, but as soon as she pulled away from the curb, the tears poured. Olivia drove until her apartment complex was well out of sight before pulling into a mostly abandoned parking lot to cry. She cried and screamed and sobbed until her tears dried up and the resignation to starting over set in. She held the steering wheel and buried her face in her forearms, letting herself wallow until her head pounded and the stabbing sensation in her lower abdomen forced her to problem-solve.
She turned the key in The Reaper and thanked the universe when it started on the first try. Her mind didn’t consciously register her intention in direction until she arrived at her destination.
Parking in the middle of the ridiculous round driveway, she blocked in Connor’s gaudy G-Wagon. All that money couldn’t buy taste. She slammed the door on the shitty Honda Civic she’d been driving since high school and let herself into her best friend’s house.
It was dark. He probably wasn’t home. She flipped on the lights as she searched for him. 
When she found him, she swore the universe was playing a cruel practical joke on her. The lights in the living room were dim, a sitcom playing on his massive TV, the volume reduced to inaudible levels. Connor sat in the dark, legs spread, arms along the back of the couch, head tossed back in pleasure as a silhouetted head bobbed in his lap. 
Olivia’s heart sank, but she rolled her eyes and made herself at home, unsurprised by his debauchery. She dropped her bag on the kitchen floor and searched the cupboard for something to snack on. No way would she be able to sleep. Connor would make everything better; she just had to wait until he could shower her with affection.
Kicking herself for depriving herself of his company over the last six months, she sighed. She’d barely visited her favorite person in the entire world since moving to the same city. He’d been a huge part of the draw to Seattle, her head filled with fantastical ideas about going to all his games and hanging out in the off-season.
Lance met Connor once and nixed the idea. 
Apparently, it was “highly inappropriate” for men and women to be friends. Olivia disagreed, but when forced to choose, you were always supposed to choose your partner. She’d limited her interaction with Connor to text messages and meme exchanges even though he lived less than half an hour from her apartment. Dodging his invitations to games and parties had killed her for months until he stopped inviting her altogether.
Olivia poured a bowl of Cocoa Puffs and slammed the cupboard shut when she put the cereal away. She chose the perfect spoon from Connor’s vast collection and sat on a bar stool facing away from the couch. The temptation to sneak a peek was strong. When would she ever have another opportunity to see him like this? Teenage Olivia would simply have died if she knew even that one quick glance was in her future. 
Shit. She couldn’t be entertaining those thoughts. 
Maybe Lance had a point about Olivia’s relationship with Connor. Her infatuation had started young, and despite time and distance, it never truly faded. Olivia had reassured Lance a million times that he had nothing to worry about from Connor, and that was true. On Connor’s end. But on Olivia’s? If she thought there was even the glimmer of a chance, she would have dropped Lance in a heartbeat.
She tapped her spoon on the counter, creating a steady, repetitive noise. There’s no way he missed the lights coming on or the sounds of the fridge opening and closing. She purposefully announced her presence. Yet his soft sounds of pleasure still filled the space, loud to Olivia’s ears. 
She tried to focus on her cereal and took a massive bite. A gasp from Connor had her turning on instinct, whirling around on her stool to greet him. Every time they were separated for an extended period Olivia convinced herself that she misremembered how pretty he was. The man had no business being so damn beautiful. She thought he’d finally noticed her, but he remained occupied. His hands fisted in the girl’s hair, encouraging her to move faster; his hips moving with her rhythm. Olivia tried to rip herself away from the captivating show. He picked his head up to look at the woman going to town on his dick.
His eyes met Olivia’s before they could find his target. Immediately, his posture changed. Gone was the relaxed, pleasure-filled being she’d been inadvertently admiring, and in his place was her panicked best friend. His body jerked, shoving his dick down the girl’s throat. She gagged. Connor tore her mouth away from his cock and tucked himself into his sweats. 
“Jesus Christ, Livy. I thought you were Lover. What the fuck are you doing here?” Connor asked, ignoring the girl who’d been servicing him and crossing the room to stand in front of Olivia. 
Connor “Lover” Valentine was Connor’s linemate on the Seattle Freeze. The Freeze had a whole line the fans lovingly called The Connor Line since all three forwards shared the same first name. Valentine and Connor had become inseparable over the years, so it made sense that he would have assumed Valentine was the one making the obnoxious noise in the kitchen.
Olivia snapped her still-full mouth shut and wiped milk off her chin. 
The girl he’d abandoned rose from her knees and faced them, wiping fluid from her mouth with the back of her hand in a much less embarrassing motion. She glared at Olivia, who waved and gave the girl a sheepish smile. 
“Sorry,” Olivia told Connor. “I needed you.” The woman joined them, wrapping her arm around his waist in a possessive gesture. Olivia offered a handshake and said, “Hi, I’m Olivia. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
Connor’s hookup left Olivia hanging. She dropped her hand to her side. “Connor, are you going to introduce your friend?”
It sounded like an innocent question, but the death stare Connor gave her confirmed Olivia’s suspicion. This woman could attempt to stake any claim she wanted. Connor didn’t even know her name. 
“Oof,” she grimaced apologetically. “Didn’t think so.”
Connor unraveled himself from the woman’s arms and snagged her hand, pulling her toward the front door. He shoved the girl’s arms into a jacket and slammed the door in her face, giving false promises to call tomorrow. 






  
  Chapter 2

Hazy


Hazy shut the door behind the woman and trotted back to the kitchen where he found his childhood friend had returned to her cereal. 
“You didn’t have to stop on my account,” she said. 
“What are you doing here?” he repeated his question.
Livy shrugged. “My options were stay home and watch my boyfriend fuck another woman, or come here and watch you fuck another woman. This hurt less.”
Hazy stole her bowl and set it aside, pulling Livy into his arms. She looked like shit. Livy was the brightness in his world, but everything about her seemed faded and dull. Gone were her pink hair and rainbow nails; a sad, mousy topknot and raggedy nails bitten to the quick in their place. Dark circles lined her eyes; her skin was splotchy from crying. It took her several seconds to respond to his hug, but then she clung to him, her body quaking with sobs. 
“What happened?” he asked.
Crying too hard to respond, she wiped snot on his shirt. He hated seeing her like this. Stepping further into her space, he tightened his hold around her waist. She wrapped her legs around him so he could carry her to the couch. This was not their first rodeo.
He loved being the person Livy came to when she needed comfort. It’d hurt like hell when she basically disappeared from his life despite living so close. He’d assumed it was because of her asshole boyfriend, and her showing up unannounced felt like confirmation. He sat on the couch and let her melt into him. 
It took a long time for her to calm down, but he had all the time in the world for her. When her tears dried and she slid off his lap to sit next to him, he spoke again. 
“Tell me what happened.”
Livy rubbed at her soaking, splotchy cheeks, smearing snot and mascara up her palms and wrists. She sniffled. 
“Sorry. I thought I had run out of tears, but apparently not.” She let out a self-deprecating chuckle. 
She’d always done that. Apologized for crying. He loathed it, but he remained quiet and let her gather her thoughts.
“I left work early because my stupid uterus hates me, and when I got home, I caught Lance fucking our coworker,” she said.
Hazy reached out and wiped his thumb across the black streaks on Livy’s face, only succeeding in smearing the makeup around further. 
“That fucking sucks.” There wasn’t much more to say. It was a shitty situation.
She sniffled again and offered a one-shouldered shrug. “I shouldn’t be surprised. We never saw each other.”
Hazy stood, moving to the kitchen. He dumped Livy’s soggy Cocoa Puffs in the sink and rinsed the bowl, creating a task for her so he could get cleaned up. The snot and makeup on his shirt and sticky fluids in his sweats were going to drive him crazy if he waited too long. He poured a mountain of chocolate cereal into the bowl and followed it with a generous amount of milk. “He seemed like an asshole, anyway,” he said as he handed her the bowl. 
“We were going to get married and have babies. Our careers are finally stable. We were doing well financially. I had our wedding planned and everything.” She pulled a long, rattling breath in through her nose and blew it out through her mouth before starting in on her cereal again. 
Tears continued to flow down her cheeks as she chewed. His heart ached for her. She’d always loved hard and hoped big. It made everything so much harder for her when her relationships ended.
Unable to tear himself away from her while she was still crying, he tucked a damp strand of hair behind her ear. “But do you really want all that with someone who doesn’t love you as much as you love them? Do you really want to spend your life catering to a man who strayed after you uprooted your entire life to move across the country with him?”
“No,” she whispered. “I don’t. But I want kids. It could take years to get pregnant. My body doesn’t work how it’s supposed to. If I’m going to have kids by thirty, I need to have already met the person I’m going to be with. And now I’m starting over.”
Livy had struggled with her reproductive system for as long as he could remember. But she should still take her time finding a decent man. He worried she’d rush into marriage with a terrible person because she was terrified of fertility issues.
“You’re only twenty-six; you have plenty of time. We’ll get it all figured out,” he promised, kissing the top of her head. 
He left her with her cereal and took a few minutes to straighten himself out, preparing for a long night. After rinsing off, he dressed in a pair of clean sweats and a t-shirt. Then he ran a washcloth under cold water and squeezed out the excess. 
In the living room, he found Livy resting in the dark, the empty cereal bowl in her hands as she stared off into space. He relieved her of her bowl and set it aside, using the washcloth to wipe her face in gentle strokes. 
The makeup and crusty tears washed away, he pulled the hair tie from her bun and rubbed slow circles into her scalp with his fingertips. She relaxed into his touch, the tension in her body disappearing. When she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, slouching into the sofa, he stopped, grabbing the remote and joining her on the couch again. 
He propped his feet on the chaise and queued Phineas and Ferb. Livy sang the theme song with a sad smile. When the episode played, she sighed and lay the opposite way on the couch, her head resting in his lap. He stroked her hair to soothe her. 

      [image: ]Hazy woke with a crick in his neck. He rubbed at the knot there and groaned. He reached out to squeeze Livy’s shoulder, but his hand fell through the open air. Squinting through the bright light coming in an open window, he searched his surroundings for her, but came up empty. 
He stretched and searched his house, calling her name. She was gone. No note, the bag she’d abandoned in the kitchen the night before missing. Like she’d never been there at all. Disappointment filled him as he began his morning routine, starting with a smoothie. 
He’d hoped she would stay awhile. When she moved to Seattle, he expected to see her all the time. Nobody from back home had visited him in ages, and though she followed her dipshit of a boyfriend out here, Hazy looked forward to spending time with her. And he’d hoped maybe she would draw her brother in. He’d been trying to coax Jayden into moving closer for years.
Hazy didn’t visit his hometown often, and he missed his friend. His parents were amazing, but they paraded him around whenever he visited, showing off their NHL player son. If he said he didn’t want to talk to a bunch of relatives who never bothered to keep in touch unless they needed money, his mom would get this hurt expression on her face that broke his heart. For the first few years, he’d endured weeks of family get-togethers and barbecues during the off-season. As he’d gotten older, it became more reasonable for him to set boundaries that let him avoid listening to his middle-aged uncles pitch “genius investment opportunities.” He’d seized the opportunities to vacation in the summers with Lover and other teammates instead of spending them at home. 
But that freedom also meant seeing less of Jayden and Livy. 
When she’d shown up the previous night, his first reaction was absolute horror. He’d assumed it was Lover invading his home and raiding his fridge. He’d registered someone entering his house, but Lover would mind his own business until Hazy finished. When he’d seen Livy, the panic had been immediate. And then she asked that poor girl’s name, and he couldn’t remember. 
Livy may as well be Hazy’s sister. She shouldn’t see him getting his dick sucked. No wonder she’d disappeared first thing that morning. He probably scared her away forever. 
But she’d let herself into his house. She was always welcome, but what had she expected?
He poured his smoothie into a cup and pressed the cold glass against his cheek before rinsing out the blender, finding his phone, and firing off some texts. 
The first went to Livy. 
Where’d you go? Are you coming back?


Then, for good measure, he texted Jayden too.
You should check in with Livy. Her boyfriend sucks ass.








  
  Chapter 3

Olivia


Olivia drifted in and out of sleep in the early hours of the morning, exhausted but relaxed, snuggled into Connor’s side. His warmth permeated her skin, and his subtle smoky-citrus scent filled her nostrils. He felt like home. Like happiness and love, and acceptance. As she teetered more to the awake side of consciousness her heart flipped in her chest, her affection for him hitting her like a freight train. Staying with him long-term would lead to certain heartbreak. Again. 
The realization had her on her feet and gathering her belongings before she had cleared the sleep from her puffy eyes. She needed to get to work for her seven am shift, anyway. Leaving early one day didn’t give her an excuse to be late the next morning. 
Early mornings were the bane of her existence. The exhaustion never went away, and sleeping on a couch hadn’t done her any favors.
When she badged into the hospital, she headed straight for the break room and poured herself a cup of coffee. She searched the fridge for creamer, sighing when she came up empty. Resigned to drinking her coffee black, she settled onto the couch and held her breath as she scrolled through the news on her phone. It could be tempting to avoid everything going on in the world, but she refused to be ignorant. Every morning with her cup of coffee, she scrolled. For those fifteen minutes she absorbed the horrors and triumphs of the world, and when her cup was empty, she did her best to compartmentalize and focus on what she could control.
Not finding anything life-ruining or tragic upon her first scan, she got a few paragraphs into a puff piece about a local children’s gymnastics team before the fridge slamming startled her. Her attention jumped to a petite, dark-haired woman, and Olivia smiled. Mel was always so nice and upbeat.
“Mel! How are you today?”
The nurse met her gaze but rolled her eyes and turned her back to Olivia instead of answering or returning the happy greeting.
Olivia frowned, confused at the slight. She was probably cranky about the missing coffee creamer—a surefire way to ruin her coworker’s day. Standing, she grabbed the container of sugar from the cupboard for Mel. 
“Uh, are you okay?”
She ripped the sugar from Olivia’s hand. “I’m fine.”
“If you weren’t, you could tell me. I’m always happy to help.”
Mel stirred sugar into her sludgy coffee and stole a seat on the couch, curling her Lilo and Stitch scrub-clad legs beneath her. She grunted in acknowledgement of Olivia’s offer but didn’t take her up on it.
Olivia sat next to her and finished her coffee, doing her best to shake off the abnormal behavior. She refused to cry at work. These people were her coworkers. They didn’t owe her any explanation for their moods, just like she didn’t owe them any explanation as to why she looked like she hadn’t slept in a week and her cheeks were flushed and chapped. Obviously, Mel was going through something. 
The crummy interaction set the tone for her day. All the nurses muttered under their breath and rolled their eyes at her when she interacted with them. Her colleagues in the billing department greeted her in the morning as usual, but throughout the day she noticed a lot of them staring. Whispering to each other. Conversations silencing as she walked past desks or into conference rooms. 
Her confusion gradually faded. The news of her breakup had spread, and for whatever reason, the gossip hadn’t painted her in the best light. The nurses probably heard Lance’s or Amanda’s version of events and ran with it, twisting the story until Olivia became a villain. She’d seen it happen to multiple other women in the last few months. Once the nurses decided they didn’t like someone, the entire hospital staff kept them at arm’s length. Healthcare could be a toxic, incestuous, soul-breaking industry, but she’d never been on the receiving end of all the negativity. 
After work she allowed herself to have another meltdown in her car. When her tears ran out, she wiped at her swollen eyes and attempted to book a hotel room for a couple of nights until she could figure out a better plan. Her card declined. She attempted it again, and again it declined. Her stomach dropped. She had no way to check the account balance. Lance handled all the bills and finances, and he gave Olivia a budget for her needs.
She checked the time. Fuck. Lance clocked in for the day already. She didn’t want to talk to him, but she’d have to in order to get access to any funds. Sighing, she turned the ignition in The Reaper and pulled out of the work parking lot. One more night with Connor wouldn’t kill her.

      [image: ]Olivia stopped at McDonald’s on the way to Connor’s house. A Diet Coke wouldn’t fix all her problems, but it sure would help, and she could get a treat to bribe Connor with. 
The restaurant would also allow her a clean place to wash her face and put herself together before she had to beg her best friend for a place to stay. Her change of clothes and the addition of concealer and lipstick were unnecessary, but the makeup helped her cover the redness of her eyes and provide a confidence boost. She painted it on. 
Fuck, she hated asking for help.
Parked behind Connor’s G-Wagon again, she stared into space. She just had to contain her stupid little lovesick heart. Being around him hurt too good. He kept her safe and comfortable, and often downright giddy. But they were friends. Only friends. If she spent too much time with him, she might forget. It was only for a day. Or two. Until she could talk to Lance and figure out her next steps.
A cherry-red sports car pulled into the driveway behind her, blocking her in. She sipped her soda, letting it bring life back into her before forcing herself to exit her vehicle. Olivia hoped for a few minutes to talk to Connor alone, but now someone had seen her lurking and avoiding going inside was questionable behavior. Better to rip the band-aid off. She grabbed the greasy bag from her passenger seat and headed for the door, her shoulders back and head held high. 
She didn’t recognize the red car, but she’d bet the twelve dollars in her wallet that it belonged to one of his teammates. Olivia refused to look back as she opened the door and let herself into Connor’s house. As she went to close the door behind her, a large hand shot out to hold it open. 
“Oh, sorry,” she said, pulling it open again. 
She looked up and up and up, finding the man Connor seemed inseparable from these last few years. She’d never met Connor Valentine before, but if she intended to stay with Connor for any length of time, she’d be getting to know him pretty well. 
Looking at him now, in the flesh, Olivia could get on board with the idea. It might take her attention from the boy she’d loved for as long as she could remember. He was fucking tall. And broad. And had Prince Charming hair and pretty blue eyes lined with thick, dark lashes. She gazed at him through her lashes and put on a shy smile.
Sticking her hand out, she said, “Hi, I’m Olivia.”
His cheeks turned pink, but he accepted her handshake, holding on for a split second before letting go of her fingers and saying, “Connor.”
Olivia tried to maintain eye contact for a few more seconds, but his bashful expression had him staring straight at the floor. 
“I know,” she dragged the word out, studying him briefly before turning on her heel and leading him further into the house. 
Connor wasn’t in the immediate vicinity, and when she called his name, no answer came. Olivia set her drink and his apple pie on the counter and went about making herself at home. Unsure which room he’d put her in, she couldn’t get settled in yet. 
She unloaded the dishwasher, putting away clean bowls and plates just for something to do with her hands while ignoring the prying eyes of Connor Valentine. He didn’t seem inclined to speak to her, only stare. She focused on her chore and hoped Connor would show up soon.
There she went again, waiting for him to rescue her. A pattern she’d been stuck in since she was six. The awkward silence dragged on for ages, interrupted by the clinking of dishes as Olivia tidied the kitchen. 
Finally, when Olivia thought she might burst out of her skin, Connor entered through the sliding glass door off the kitchen. Shirtless and sweaty, he stared at his phone, oblivious to the two people standing in his kitchen. She stared, her mouth going dry. This was such a fucking bad idea.
When he looked up from his phone, he froze mid-step.
 “You’re here!” he said, breaking into a trot to scoop her into a hug. 
She wrapped her arms around him and laughed, relieved by his reaction to her coming over unannounced again. “I was here yesterday.”
“Yeah, and you left without saying goodbye. I was worried.” Connor let her go, spotted her cup, stole it, and took a deep gulp. When he noticed his friend staring between the two of them, his tone became accusatory. “Did you come on to Lover?”
Olivia choked on her own saliva and pounded on her chest until she could breathe again. 
“What?” she sputtered. “No!”
Connor waved a hand at his flushed buddy. 
“Why does he look like that then?”
“Why does he look like what? I introduced myself and minded my own business. He’s the one who’s been staring.” Olivia raised an eyebrow at Connor Valentine, trying to prompt an explanation.
Connor’s semi-mute friend cleared his throat. “Uh, I didn’t know why you were here, and you seemed comfortable. I couldn’t figure out whether I should call the police or if Hazy got a new cleaning lady.”
Olivia blushed. “I’m not a cleaning lady!”
Connor pulled her to his side and placed a quick kiss on her temple. “Lover, this is Olivia. She’s a friend from my hometown. Practically my sister. I’ve told you about her.”
Olivia hated that phrase. “Practically my sister.” Any sisterly feelings she felt for Connor vanished in the eighth grade. But she’d put it all out there before and faced brutal rejection. Afterward, she shoved her feelings deep, hoping they’d never resurface. 
Realization dawned in Connor Valentine’s eyes, and he warmed to her, a stark contrast from his previous demeanor. He stuck his hand out to her across the kitchen island. 
“Ooh,” he said. “You said you were Olivia. It didn’t occur to me you were Hazy’s Livy.” 
The way he said her name implied he’d more than heard of her. She furrowed her brow and shook his hand for a second time. 
“You can call me Lover,” he said with a flirty smirk; the shy guy she’d spent the last ten minutes with fully melted away.
Olivia scrunched her nose, her immediate disgust at the nickname impossible to hide. For over half a decade she’d watched the media utilize that nickname like a weapon against the sweet man standing in front of her. “Yeah, no.”
Connor grinned, snooping in the McDonald’s bag on the counter. If it had been anyone else, she would have slapped their hands for assuming, but he knew she hated his beloved baked apple pies. 
“You can call him Valentine,” he said, stuffing half the pie into his mouth and washing it down with more of Olivia’s soda.
“Valentine it is,” Olivia agreed, relieved to have that little matter settled. If she had to call them Connor 1 and Connor 2 forever, she’d never keep her conversations straight. 
Connor handed the second half of his pie to Valentine, who didn’t hesitate to shove it into his mouth. 
“I’m happy you’re here,” he said. “But why are you here?”
Olivia took a deep, bracing breath and reminded herself Connor loved her and wouldn’t send her out on her ass. 
“I’m hoping you’ll let me stay here again. And maybe tomorrow,” she forced the words out.
“Be my guest. This big-ass house is usually empty anyway,” Connor said, no hesitation.
Relief made the tension fade from her shoulders. “Thank you! I swear I will stay out of your way and leave as soon as I can. I cannot go back to Lance’s.”
“Ew, I wouldn’t let you stay at that douchebag’s house if you tried.” Connor rounded the kitchen island and searched the space for something before raising an eyebrow at Olivia. “Where’s your stuff?” he asked.
“In my car.”
Connor moved toward the front door, leaving Olivia and Valentine to rush after him. When he opened the door, he stopped. 
“Oh, God. Livy,” he said. “You’re still driving The Reaper?”
“Hey!” Olivia objected to his tone and pushed past him. “Don’t hate on The Reaper. He’s gotten me everywhere I need to go for a decade now.” 
The Honda had been dusty and decrepit when she bought it at sixteen, earning its nickname on the first day with weird noises and a light show on the dash every time she flipped the ignition. They called it The Reaper because they were certain it would break down someday, leaving them all stranded and left for dead. 
“I can’t believe this thing still runs,” Connor said, prying the passenger door open and grabbing Olivia’s meager belongings.
He led the way to a room Olivia remembered from the one tour she’d gotten of his house when she’d first moved to Seattle. Connor refused to pay for an interior designer, so his four guest bedrooms were sparsely furnished. One acted as a home gym, one had a video game setup she would bet he never used, and the remaining two held nothing but a queen-sized bed, a desk, and one bedside table each. They were identical.
Connor dropped Olivia’s bag on the bed in the room adjacent to his own bedroom. The room was a second master, with an ensuite bathroom. Hallelujah. She’d shared a bathroom with him a few times over the years, and while he kept things tidy for the most part, the intimacy of the shared space could be hard to shake off. 
“Make yourself at home,” he said. “I need to shower before Lover and I go to a team dinner.”
Olivia watched him leave, and when he faded out of view, her shoulders slumped. 
Lover followed Connor and Olivia around like a lost puppy, and he remained in the room. He peeked around the corner, his eyes following Connor. After a few seconds he turned his attention to Olivia and rocked on the balls of his feet, his hands stuffed deep in his pockets. 
“Sooo. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Olivia opened her bag and rifled through it, searching for nothing in particular. She hated small talk and didn’t know how to interact with Connor’s best friend, considering she’d already been accused of hitting on him once.
“Oh, yeah?” she asked. “Connor hasn’t told me much about you, but that’s my own fault. I’ve kinda been in my own little world for a while now.”
“I’m shocked we haven’t met sooner. He couldn’t shut up about you moving to Seattle, and then it’s like you fell off the face of the earth. Total silence. I figured you guys were fighting.”
“Connor and I don’t fight,” Olivia said, telling the truth. They never fought. Even when they should’ve.
The statement didn’t leave much room for a response, and Valentine looked around the room awkwardly before saying, “Hey, I’m sorry about before. I didn’t know who you were.”
She abandoned her bag on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, looking up at him. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
Lover’s cheeks turned pink again, and Olivia bit her lip to hide a smile. He didn’t acknowledge her apology, instead saying, “You’re different from what I expected.”
The smile she’d been fighting morphed into a frown. “Different how?”
Valentine shrugged. “I expected some whimsical little fairy tale creature, with how Hazy described you.”
Olivia took stock of her appearance. Gray blouse with a coffee stain down the front, dirty blonde hair pulled into a messy updo, no makeup except the concealer and lipstick she’d just applied, and fingernails bitten to the quick. About as far from a mythical creature as you could get. Oof. If she had been trying to flirt earlier, she would have gotten nowhere. She sighed. 
“Yeah, I can see how if that’s how Connor sold me you’d be disappointed.”
“Whoa,” Valentine said, closing the distance between them in two strides before taking a seat on the bed next to her. He hovered an arm around her shoulders but froze before making contact. She leaned into him, welcoming the touch before he could pull away. 
That tiny moment explained so much about Connor’s relationship with Valentine to Olivia. Connor had always been great at surrounding himself with wonderful people. It was a skill Olivia lacked. She had a habit of choosing friends who didn’t care as much about her as she did about them. Valentine’s willingness to comfort a virtual stranger, and his hesitance to offer that comfort without consent spoke volumes. 
She’d seen his sense of humor in team interviews and got to know little pieces of his personality from the few stories Connor had told her. But that one small act of kindness, with nobody there to witness, was the tip of the iceberg. She knew that’s what had drawn Connor in, and it made her excited to get to know Valentine better. 
After a quick squeeze he said, “I didn’t say I was disappointed.”
“But you are,” Olivia pressed, unsure why she couldn’t let it go. 
The hug helped lighten her mood, and she plopped onto the bed, probably inadvisably comfortable with this new man in her life. 
Valentine followed her lead, flopping back so they lay side-by-side, their feet dangling off the end of the bed, both of them staring at the ceiling fan spinning in lazy circles. 
“I’m not disappointed,” he said. “I’m surprised. There’s a big difference.”
“I used to be like Connor described me. I was fun. And cute. But life happened. It sucked. I thought I had it all. Maybe I never had anything.”
Valentine nudged her with an elbow, prompting her to meet his eyes. 
“Nobody gets to have everything. But you have Hazy, and that’s a pretty good start.”
Olivia huffed out an unamused laugh. “Connor can’t be everything for me. And he shouldn’t have to be.”
“I never said he should be everything. I said he was a start. You know what always cheers me up?”
“Hmm?”
“Watching people beat the shit out of each other on the ice. You should come to our next game. Daisy would be thrilled to meet you.”
Daisy was the wife of Connor’s other linemate, Connor Greene. Connor had been trying to convince Olivia to meet up with her for months, but she’d never been able to find the time. Anything would be better than waiting around a giant, cold, empty house for Connor to come home. And who knew if he’d come home alone. Her stomach churned at yet another reason she couldn’t stay here indefinitely. Maybe Daisy would be nice. She needed some new girlfriends since her work friends had abandoned her.
“That does sound fun,” she said.
“Sweet!” Valentine swung his legs in the air, using the leverage he created to hop off the bed. “I’ll tell Daisy.”

      [image: ]The next day, Olivia braced herself to talk to Lance. She hadn’t reached out to him since finding him wrapped up in Amanda. While trying to figure out her financial issues without talking to him, the bank said someone had reported her card stolen. They’d thankfully issued her a new card, but they also told her she only had seven dollars.
Olivia didn’t know how Lance organized their money. Maybe an unexpected bill came out. But he also had his own private accounts. She requested a printed copy of the recent transactions. Lance had drained their account of thousands of dollars, filtering it into his private accounts the same night she discovered his cheating. 
She set her paycheck to deposit into a separate account so moving forward her finances would be her own to manage, but payday was a week away.
She waited in the parking lot after work, since he would arrive shortly after her shift ended. Her anger grew as she waited for him. He had an assigned parking spot, and she leaned against the wall in the parking garage in front of it. As he parked, he rolled his eyes. 
“Hi,” she greeted him as he climbed out of his car. Her hands balled into fists at her sides in an attempt to keep from strangling him.
“What do you want, Olivia?” he asked, annoyance heavy in his tone.
She cut right to the chase. “I went to the bank.”
“And?”
“Our joint account is empty. I’d like my portion of the money returned so I can get a hotel room.” There. She could be polite.
Lance snorted, slamming his car door. “There’s no money. I don’t have ‘your portion.’ It’s our money, and I spent it on our household.”
Bile rose in Olivia’s throat. How had he spent all their money? They worked hard for years to get to a comfortable place financially.
“You had no right to spend my money.”
“My name is on the account. It’s my money. You were never good with finances; maybe you squandered it.”
Olivia wouldn’t let him gaslight her into thinking this was her fault. When they first got together, she had a horrible time managing money. She’d struggled with a shopping addiction as a college student, her money disappearing before her bills came out, resulting in almost facing eviction on multiple occasions. 
Money had always been tight growing up. If she didn’t spend her money as soon as she got it, she didn’t get to spend it. It would inevitably supplement the family income, going toward groceries, gas, and unexpected emergencies. She should probably see a therapist, but that cost a lot of money she obviously didn’t have.
Lance started toward the elevator. Olivia marched after him, digging through her purse. 
“What the hell do you suggest I do then?” she asked. 
“You can always come home,” he said, his arrogance grating on her nerves.
“You said we were over when I left.”
“I changed my mind.”
“We’re not getting back together.” If she gave in, they would fall into the same pattern they’d been in, and she would delude herself into thinking he would change.
“Bummer,” Lance’s tone fell flat. “Guess you’re on your own.”
Olivia’s heart dropped into her stomach. She didn’t know what she had expected, but it certainly wasn’t him leaving her to suffer. Angry tears tickled her nose and spilled over her cheeks. She pulled the bank statement from her purse and handed it to him. 
“You took the money; please put it back.”
He scanned the bank statement, then shoved it at her, pressing the button on the elevator. The doors slid open, and he stepped inside. 
 “Come home, or figure it out yourself.” He pushed the door close button, and the elevator shut in Olivia’s face.






  
  Chapter 4

Hazy


Hazy had to leave for his game before he could touch base with Livy, but she would be in the stands that evening. The previous evening she hid away in her bedroom, and he heard her crying, but when he knocked, she didn’t answer. Leaving her to her own devices had been a mental battle, but he did it, knowing she would come to him if she wanted comfort. 
Excitement and anxiety filled him, the same as it had every game she’d attended since he entered the NHL. Livy held the title of being his original number-one fan. In recent years she’d attended a handful of his games, and they’d always been high-event games for him. Once he’d gotten a hat trick. Most times he had multi-point games. He hoped she’d continue being his good luck charm for the upcoming battle with his team’s rival. 
For years the Freeze considered the San Jose Raptors their biggest rival. The rivalry fizzled when Connor “Beanie” Greene married Daisy Mayes. Daisy was best friends with Patrick Mills, the Raptors’ star forward. It put the teams on friendly terms, their animosity toward each other dwindling into nothing without Beanie and Patrick fighting constantly.
With San Jose and Seattle playing nice it didn’t take long for the Calgary Bulls to take the reins as the biggest assholes in the NHL. Meeting the Freeze in the second round of the playoffs two years in a row encouraged some unfriendly competition. When a Calgary player served a dirty hit on Seattle’s young star, Seth Cross, injuring him, their fates were sealed. 
Hazy grabbed a soccer ball and summoned Beanie and Lover from their stationary bikes. The three Connors had a game day ritual to keep. They’d already taken their pre-game naps at Beanie’s house. 
Hazy juggled the ball with his knees and toes for a few bounces before kicking it Lover’s direction. 
“Olivia seems chill,” Lover said. “Not what I expected, but she’s nice.”
“Leave her alone,” Hazy replied, surprised by his own annoyance.
Lover passed the soccer ball to Beanie, who sent it straight toward Hazy. 
Beanie said, “I’m excited to meet her. I feel like she’s this adorable little secret you’ve been keeping from us all these years.”
Hazy rolled his eyes and passed the ball to Beanie, who did some juggling of his own as Hazy said, “I’m not keeping her a secret. She hasn’t been around much.”
“Why?” Lover asked.
“Her boyfriend didn’t like me. Apparently men and women can’t be friends.”
The guffaw Lover let out startled Hazy, who miscalculated as he passed the ball and sent it careening over a ducking Beanie’s head and into the rafters. 
“Shit,” he said.
Lover dragged a chair directly under where the ball was stuck as he said, “Men and women can be friends. Look at Daisy and Patrick. They’ve been besties forever. But think about how we perceived them at first.” Even with the chair, Lover couldn’t quite reach the ball.
Hazy ground his molars to dust. They’d assumed Daisy and Patrick were having an affair. He gave Lover a boost. 
“Beanie at least gave Patrick a chance, and they hated each other!”
Lover retrieved the ball and tossed it to Beanie. He juggled it while he waited for Hazy and Lover to return to their game. 
“If Hazy and Olivia had the same relationship as Patrick and Daisy, Olivia would have spent a lot more time with us by now. I’m sure you’re close. But it’s something to consider.”
Irrational irritation swept over Hazy, but he needed to save his aggression for the ice. He changed the subject.

      [image: ]Taking the ice was as fraught with tension as Hazy had expected. The taunts and chirps started well before the puck dropped. By the time the teams met at center ice Toma Novikov—the defenseman the team lovingly referred to as “The Russian”—was ready to drop gloves. Only two seconds had ticked by and they were already taking a TV timeout, the medics and maintenance guys scraping The Russian’s blood from the ice. Both teams would start the game down one man, the players guilty of fighting sitting their five-minute majors in the sin bin.
When, at long last, the game started for real, it only took the Connor line three minutes to bury one in the back of the net. They slammed into each other in celebration, the Nirvana song in the background never getting old. He’d known it would be a great night. His good luck charm remained intact. 
A few minutes later, on a power play, Hazy gained another assist. He felt on fire. On top of the world. Giddy and euphoric. Calgary wanted nothing to do with fueling their enthusiasm. 
To start the second period, the Connor line took the face-off. After their center, Beanie, flinched a little too early, the ref ejected him from the circle. Hazy took his spot and won possession. But not before a homophobic slur left the mouth of his opponent. 
Hazy didn’t register the comment before Beanie’s gloves hit the ice, but he always backed up his linemates. He jumped into the middle of the skirmish, pulling the opposing team off his teammates while Beanie circled the jackass who agreed to fight with him. He grinned as elbows and knuckles intermittently collided with his face.
Everything said and done, Beanie and their team captain, Harland Reese, sat in the penalty box. Only one of Calgary’s players joined them, putting the Freeze on the penalty kill.
The Bulls won the next face-off, but Hazy stole the puck with a sweep check and reveled in the open ice he found. He hadn’t scored a short-handed goal yet that season. With an opponent gaining on him, he tried to fling the puck toward the
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