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Jack

I learned how to smile when you feel like crying when I was twelve years old.

There’s an ache in your cheeks that forms when you hold a smile for too long when it isn’t meant to be there, and for most of my life, I’ve come to know that ache intimately. That ache means that the world can’t see that I’m hurting, means that I’m being strong for the people who need me to be.

That ache means I’m still pushing through, even when I don’t want to sometimes.

Kind of like how I feel right now.

“What do you mean I ‘might not be able to play anymore’?”

My fingers brush against my throbbing arm, an ache there that is not unlike the one I feel from smiling when I feel like crying.

But I’m not smiling now.
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Abby

Are you sure we’re allowed to be down here?”

Lila rolls her eyes. “Kind of the perks of dating the owner’s son.”

I follow after her as she moves deeper into the inner workings of the stadium, the halls empty but a low murmur of voices coming from just down the way.

“Besides,” Lila goes on. “You’re his sister. You’re practically in nepo-baby territory.”

I snort. “Hardly.”

Sure, my relationship with Ian has gotten a lot better in the last few months since our dear old dad ran off to California with his tail tucked between his legs, but I heavily doubt that I could start using Ian’s name to throw my weight around. Definitely not to be practically sneaking down to the locker rooms.

“We’re going to get in trouble,” I hiss.

Lila shakes her head. “No, we aren’t. Ian told me to bring him his phone. He forgot it back at the apartment.” She throws an arm around my shoulder—something that is a little difficult given that I’m at least four inches taller than her five foot four—giving me a shake. “Live a little, Abby.”

Live a little.

Seems like that’s the mantra most of the people in my life choose for me. In my last year of grad school for psychology and doing my very best to keep my nose clean so that I don’t bring any more hardship to my brother than I already have—it’s not a concept that comes to me naturally. I’m more of the “sit quietly in the corner” type. It’s why I don’t really have a lot of friends.

I watch as Lila raises her fist to the slightly cracked locker room door, giving three heavy knocks before shouting, “If your balls are out, cover them up!”

And then she just blazes in.

Ever since meeting Lila, I’ve always admired her ability to just run headfirst through anything standing in her way; this is also not a concept that comes naturally to me. Hence, I remain outside the door, lingering against the wall.

“Brought your lucky jockstrap, Cupcake!” I hear her shout.

She’s met with an answering groan. “Phone,” Ian says. “She brought me my phone.”

“Whatever you say,” she hums.

I hear a series of whoops then, assuming she’s kissing him. I assume this because it seems like the pair of them can’t be within four feet of each other without planting one on the other. And since I’ve been at their place every week for dinner for the last few months, I have been privy to a lot of kisses.

Animals, those two are. Animals.

I lean on the wall and let my head thunk back against it as I shut my eyes, letting the voices from the other room fade into the background as I mentally check off all the homework I need to get to tonight. Truthfully, I probably shouldn’t have come to Ian’s game at all, with how much work I need to get done, but I’d been so damned excited that he’d even thought to invite me, I couldn’t bring myself to say no.

Before this year, my brother had been more of an idea rather than an actual person; I hadn’t seen him in six years, and when we spoke on the phone—which was rare—it was stilted and awkward and not at all flowing with any sort of familial bond. It’s not entirely his fault, really. I never knew what to say to him either. With the weight of all our father had done hanging over our heads—having me out of wedlock in secret, dumping me on Ian’s doorstep after my mom died—with the guilt of knowing that I’d practically ruined his life there for a while . . . it was easy to let myself sink into the background. Easier for everyone, really.

I still haven’t really gotten used to being out in the light.

“Whatcha hiding out here for?” I hear a very familiar, very aggravating voice say from my right. “Afraid you’ll see something in here you won’t be able to forget?”

I crack open one eye, taking in the boyish grin flashing back at me, complete with an all-around-perfect face that might make me swoon if I didn’t know what a shit he was.

Jack Baker is the epitome of a playboy no-no: He’s flirty, flighty, and the definition of a fuckboy—and there’s nothing I like more than wiping that grin off his face. His big brown eyes and shaggy hair of a similar shade might inspire some to trip over themselves, but all I see is my dad in a slightly sweeter package. I’m sure he has a new woman every week, and I’ll be damned if I ever put myself on the roster.

“Nah,” I say back. “Don’t worry. Forgot my microscope. So no danger here.”

He just grins wider, undeterred. The dick. “I love when you talk dirty to me,” he sighs. “But you’d need a telescope, not a microscope.”

I cock my head, my nose wrinkling. “What?”

“Because,” he says, leaning in a little closer, “it’s as big as a planet.”

He steps out into the hall, clad in nothing but his compression gear, which means that I can see every outline of his very cut body, and if I were to look down—which I’m not—I’m sure I could see ample evidence of his claims.

“God,” I groan. “You really are the worst.”

“I like to think of myself as adorably misunderstood.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

“So why are you hiding in the hall? Didn’t want to come say hi?”

I shrug. “I’m not even sure I’m supposed to be down here. I get Lila, but I’m . . . Well. Just trying to keep out of trouble.”

“No one cares,” Jack laughs. “Come say hi.”

“I’m fine here.”

His brow lifts. “You’re extra grumpy-looking today.”

“Yeah, well. I’m sleeping on a shitty twin bed every night, and I’ve got more coursework than I know what to do with. Excuse me if I don’t look camera ready.”

“Oh, don’t worry, you’re still hot.” He cringes. “In an Ian way. I just meant you look tired.”

“I don’t even know how to process what you just said.”

“Well, you’re like, really hot, but you also look a little like Ian. It’s confusing. I mean, I consider myself to be sexually open to anything, but thinking about Ian naked is just weird.”

“Why would you think about Ian naked?”

“Because you look like Ian, and if I thought about you naked, eventually my brain would substitute your face for Ian’s, and that would just be weird for everyone.” He frowns. “Damn it. Now I’m thinking about Ian naked. I’ve seen enough of that in the locker rooms to last a lifetime, thank you very much.”

“God you’re weird,” I tell him. “And don’t think about me naked.”

“I’m not weird, I’m medicated,” he says. “And sorry, too late.”

“You know that little voice that tells you when you should keep your thoughts to yourself?”

He shakes his head. “Never had one. They don’t make meds strong enough for that, apparently.”

“Are you out here harassing my sister?”

Ian pokes his head out the door, frowning in Jack’s direction.

Jack raises his hands in an innocent gesture. “Who, me? I would never. It’s not like I have any sort of score to settle. It’s not as if my best friend started boinking my sister and then just continued on and made it a habit.”

“Did you take your meds today?”

Jack looks thoughtful. “I honestly can’t remember.”

Ian rolls his eyes. “Go get dressed, and leave Abby alone.”

“Fine, fine,” he relents. “But Abby loves our banter. It’s part of our meet-cute.”

“There is no meet-cute,” I argue. “I met you months ago.”

“It’s all about the endgame, baby,” he teases.

Ian shoos him away, shoving him back into the locker room before stepping out into the hall with Lila in tow. “He’s determined to punish Lila and me by being as insufferable as he can to you, isn’t he?”

“That does seem to be the case,” I agree.

Lila pats Ian’s shoulder. “Abby and I are going to go grab some food before the game starts, but we’ll be back before the face-off, okay?”

“I’ll be looking for you,” Ian hums, leaning in to press his lips to Lila’s.

I avert my eyes. There’s always a fifty-fifty chance that they’ll kiss longer than is appropriate for being in public, knowing them. Thankfully, they cut this one short.

Doesn’t stop Lila from slapping Ian on the ass.

“See you soon, Cupcake,” she says sweetly, watching as Ian shoots me a wink before he walks back into the locker room, laughing as his teammates start jeering him.

Lila loops her arm through mine then. “Jack wasn’t too much of a nuisance today, was he?”

“It’s fine,” I assure her. “I can handle him.”

“He means well, but . . .”

“He’s a bit of a menace.”

“Yeah,” Lila laughs. “That. You learn to love it.”

“I’ll let you know when that happens,” I say dryly.

She laughs harder, nudging me in the ribs. “Chinese or pizza?”

“Whatever’s closest,” I tell her, stomach rumbling.

She grins. “That’s my kind of woman.”
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You know, for being the sister of such a popular player and the daughter of a legend—I sure don’t know shit about hockey.

I watch Lila as she rises to her feet for the fourth time this period, shouting something about goaltender interference. Her face is turning slightly red, and I feel out of place just sitting here beside her, barely knowing what’s going on.

She slumps back down in her seat with a huff, muttering, “Where the hell are your eyes? Ref!”

“Bad call?” I ask.

She rolls her eyes. “It’s been the whole game.”

“I guess one of these days I’m going to have to actually sit here and let you explain the rules to me,” I laugh, my eyes following the Druids players as they move across the ice. I can just spot Ian as he glides to the center, Jack close behind him.

“You’ll get it eventually,” she chuckles. “Basically, that player over there touched the goalie when he wasn’t supposed to. That’s why he didn’t block the goal. No one but the goalie is supposed to be in the crease.”

“The crease?”

She points to the shaded area in front of the goal. “There.”

“Ah,” I say. “Okay.”

“You hate this, don’t you,” she says with a teasing grin.

I make a noncommittal gesture. “I don’t hate it.”

She eyes me with one brow lifted.

“I’m just not much of a sports girl,” I say with another laugh.

“Blasphemy,” she tuts.

“Tell me what’s happening now,” I say.

“See Sanchez?” She points to one of the players. “He’s got the puck. He’s trying to get it into the other team’s goal.”

“Well, I knew that much.”

“They’re forcing him into the corner,” she narrates. “Now they’re battling.”

I watch as Sanchez maneuvers his stick to try to win back the puck that the other team’s player is trying to swipe away from him.

“Now Jack is coming up, he’s going to try to snag it,” Lila tells me.

I can’t help but let my gaze wander to him then—just making out the shaggy ends of his hair that peek out of the edge of his helmet. Even from here I can see the look of fierce determination on his face. He looks so serious, so much more than he usually is.

As I watch, one of the opposing players swings around toward him, and Lila stands again, starting to yell, and all of a sudden that same player slams into Jack, pushing him into the boards roughly. Lila is shouting even louder as another player crashes into them, nearly forming a full-on pileup as the corner of the rink becomes crowded with a mass of bodies.

“Penalty,” Lila yells. “Penalty!”

She’s still standing when the players start to move away from the corner, and it’s only when they’ve skated away that it becomes clear that Jack is down, lying on his side on the ice as a flurry of activity ensues. I notice Ian skating over and kneeling next to him, the ref not far behind as they check him over.

“What’s happened?” I ask. “Is he okay?”

Lila doesn’t answer, watching on with a concerned expression as she starts to move past me in the aisle to get closer to the edge of the rink. I follow after her without thinking—but there are people already helping Jack from the ground, even though it’s clear he isn’t okay. There’s a grimace of pain in his features, and Ian is helping to support his weight by letting Jack brace himself against his shoulder.

He’s cradling his arm—the one he broke not so long ago—holding it closer to his chest as he and Ian maneuver off the ice. The ref has already called a time-out, and fans all around us are standing now, everyone watching to see if Jack is okay.

Lila takes off toward the Druids’ bench, where Jack and Ian have just exited. I push my way through the crowd to follow, both of us reaching them just in time to hear the grunts of Jack’s pain and Ian’s soothing voice.

“You’re okay, bud,” Ian is saying. “You’ll be okay.”

“It fucking hurts,” Jack groans, his voice taking on a panicked edge. “Is it broken again? It can’t be broken again. I can’t fucking miss out again.”

“We’re gonna get you to the hospital, Jack,” Ian tells him. “You’re gonna be okay.”

Ian spots Lila and me then, waving us over.

“He landed on his bad arm,” Ian tells Lila. “They’re gonna take him to the hospital to get an X-ray. Can you ride with him?”

“Obviously,” Lila says breathlessly.

Ian nods. “I can meet you there.”

“No,” Jack says. “Finish the game. They need you.”

“I’m not letting you—”

“Finish the fucking game,” Jack says again. “You can come by after.”

Ian hesitates for a moment, looking torn until he notices the determined expression on Jack’s face. He nods once, frowning. “Okay. I’ll meet you right after.” He looks to Lila. “Can you text me what they say?”

“I will,” she promises.

She seems to remember me then, turning to look at me pleadingly.

“Can you drive my car to the hospital? I’m going to ride in the ambulance with Jack.”

“Of course,” I tell her. “I’ll be right behind you.”

She gives me a grateful look, squeezing my arm once and dropping her car keys in my hand before turning back to her brother, where security is taking over for Ian, helping Jack through the crowd that is still standing and has just begun to cheer for him.

He raises his uninjured arm, giving them a tight smile, but there’s something in his eyes that is so unlike him, it actually stops me in my tracks.

Because Jack looks afraid.

He looks very afraid.
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Jack

I’m trying to comprehend what the doctor is saying, I really am, but the more I think about it, the more it makes my brain hurt.

“What do you mean I ‘might not be able to play anymore’?”

The doctor points to my X-rays again, frowning.

“Well, the good news is you haven’t broken your ulna again, Mr. Baker,” he says, “but unfortunately, it seems that you’ve developed some rare complications after the first break.”

Dee squeezes my shoulder. “What sort of complications?”

“It’s called radioulnar synostosis,” the doctor explains. “It’s what happens when there’s a fibrous fusion of the two forearm bones. It’s incredibly rare after a break like you sustained last summer, but as you can see . . . not impossible.” He looks thoughtful then. “It’s usually more common in children, and in those cases, not particularly painful, but due to your age and the compensatory movements used to manage the limited rotation while you’re playing . . .”

I swallow, feeling a little like the floor is opening up beneath me. “But what—What does that mean?”

“Well, it can be treated with surgery, but if left unchecked, or also, if you continue to put strain on it through your playing, it could result in a more permanent loss of function in that arm.”

“I can’t not play,” I say vehemently, feeling panic welling inside me. “I just got back.”

“Mr. Baker . . .” The doctor sighs, looking sympathetic. “I understand what you mean, but if we don’t move to treat this quickly, it could result in further damage.”

“Jack,” Dee urges me, her voice sounding almost like it’s coming from underwater. “If you ignore this, you could have to give up playing altogether.”

“We’re on a streak right now,” I argue. “You know as well as I do that Lievman is still green as fuck. If I duck out now, and they send him in, it’ll be a total shutout.”

She snorts. “There are plenty of other players on the team that could carry him.”

I can’t lose this, I don’t say.

I know there’s no way to make her understand. She thinks there’s nothing I really care about, anyway. Hell, everyone does. How the fuck could I tell her that the thought of losing the only thing I’m good for makes me feel desolate and empty?

“I’m not giving up the game,” I tell her firmly, almost petulantly. “This shit can wait till the offseason.”

“Mr. Baker,” the doctor interrupts. “With all due respect, it’s imperative that we—”

“I’m not quitting playing,” I say adamantly. “Forget it.”

Dee makes a frustrated sound, throwing up her hands just as her cell phone begins to chime in her pocket. She wrestles it out and glances at the screen, sighing when she reads the name there.

“It’s Ian,” she says. “The game must be over.” She glances at me. “I’m going to step outside and talk to him, but this is not over, do you hear me? This game isn’t worth your arm.”

I don’t say anything, because again, I don’t think there is anything I could say to make her understand how I feel. I’ve spent my entire life being the happy guy she needs me to be, the light in the darkness that was our childhood after the death of our parents—and even as adults, it’s a mantle I’ve kept up. It’s almost easy, pretending not to care about anything. It’s second nature now.

But I can’t lose this.

The doctor says something about speaking to a nurse, telling me something about how she’ll be in later to give me some pain medication. The hit I took on the ice just sprained my old wound, thankfully, but still it feels like it might as well be broken all over again. That I might as well be broken.

Because if I can’t play, then what the fuck even am I?

I can feel the familiar panic clawing up my throat, one that is always happy to rear its head even as desperately as I try to keep it under wraps. I have medication for it at home, but it’s not going to do me any good here. I know I could ask the doctor about it, but then Dee would most likely find out, and the last thing I want is for her to know I struggle with that shit. She’d just worry, and worrying my sister is something I do my damnedest to avoid.

I don’t notice at first that there’s someone else in the room, not until the doctor leaves and I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. I blink in surprise when I notice Abby tucked in the corner, looking uncomfortable and out of place as she stands there clutching car keys.

“What are you doing here?”

She jangles the keys. “I brought Lila’s car.”

It should be weird that Abby adopted Ian’s nickname for Dee, given that he’s the only one who ever really calls her that, but I’ve gotten used to it over time.

“Oh.” I feel suddenly embarrassed that she witnessed everything here, my neck flushing as I turn my face from her. “Sorry you had to see all that drama.”

“It’s not drama,” she says with a snort. “How’s your arm?”

I scoff. “Useless, apparently, didn’t you hear?”

“He said it was treatable,” she points out.

“Sure, if I want to give up the best season we’ve had in years,” I answer bitterly. I realize then that I’m being a total downer, trying to force a smile to break up the doom and gloom. “But hey, if my arm is busted”—I wave to my crotch—“I still have two more.”

She makes a face. “Do you always have to do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make everything into a stupid joke,” she says. “You don’t have to pretend you’re not worried about all this.”

“I—” My mouth snaps shut. I’m not unused to people calling me on my shit, far from it, but for some reason, when Abby does it, it’s always cut just a little deeper. Almost like she can see right through me. “I didn’t say I wasn’t worried.”

“Lila and Ian will kick your ass if you insist on continuing to play at your own detriment, you know.”

“They wouldn’t lay hands on someone with a disability, surely,” I say with a mock gasp.

She rolls her eyes. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. It’s obvious as fuck that this is scary, but you’re trying to pretend it isn’t. I don’t get it.”

I stare back at her, trying to come up with a response. It’s not often that I’m rendered speechless, but again, from the moment I met her, Abby seemed to have some sort of superpower when it comes to cutting through my shit. It always makes me feel like I need to step up my game around her, that I need to keep the bullshit at an all-time high just so she can’t see through me with those piercing gray eyes of hers.

It doesn’t help that she’s devastatingly pretty. Sure, it’s in an Ian way, but honestly, the more I’ve gotten to know her over the last six months or so, the less that seems to be true. The shape of her nose is different, more petite. Her pale blond hair is a far cry from the bright ginger of Ian’s, and even her cheekbones have a grace to them that sets her apart. So yeah, at first glance, she looks a lot like her brother, but if you look closer, there’s something so inherently hers about her looks that it’s hard to even compare the two.

Which is why I make sure to compare the two as often as possible, because being attracted to my best friend’s sister—despite what traitor Ian thinks—is bad news.

“I am scared,” I admit quietly, not even entirely sure what prompts me to do so. “But what good does that do me? I can’t quit. Like I said. I’ll just have to push through it till after the season.”

“And why is that?”

Because this is all I have. Because there’s literally nothing else good about me that I have.

“Because the team needs me,” I say instead.

She frowns, staring at me with those same stern gray eyes that are just like her brother’s and yet somehow entirely hers. She shrugs finally, pushing away from the wall.

“It’s none of my business I guess.” She jingles the keys in her hand. “I’m going to go give these to your sister and get a ride home. I have a lot of work to catch up on.” She gives me a wary glance, looking torn, as if she can’t quite decide what to say to me. “Good luck, Jack.”

My first instinct is to make a joke, to say something silly, but something about the sincerity in her tone gives me pause, and instead I utter a simple, “Thank you.”

It might be the most normal interaction I’ve ever had with the woman.

I watch her disappear out the door, feeling a little undone by the impression left by her gaze, real fear seeping in through my armor and settling deep down in my chest as it makes my heart start to race. I know that Ian will have the same things to say as my sister when he gets here, that both of them will try to convince me to move forward with treatment as soon as possible. And it will take a miracle to convince them to leave it alone, and more importantly, not tell the coach.

Because there’s one thing for certain during all of this—I can’t quit playing.

I just can’t.
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Abby

When I get home from the hospital, I’m more than exhausted, and I still have too much to do. I have a paper due in my Social Psychology class that I haven’t even started on, even knowing it’s due in a little over a week. I throw my keys on the little side table, rubbing my eyes as I lock the door to my tiny apartment behind me. My studio in Back Bay isn’t the most glamorous of spaces, despite how nice the neighborhood is, but given that my dad had paid up the rent for the next year before he practically disowned me, I don’t have a lot of other options.

Even if I hate the idea of living on his charity.

Still, being a twenty-five-year-old grad student doesn’t exactly pay, well . . . anything, and the only job I can juggle with my course load is my gig at the coffee shop down the street, so I guess I have to take what I can get.

Despite my usual mantra to keep Jack Baker far from my mind, I find my thoughts lingering on his situation, even feeling a pang of sympathy for him. I know the poor guy lives and breathes hockey—that’s easy enough to know about him, even based on our limited interactions—so it must really suck to be delivered news like that after already missing out on the entire beginning of the season because of, in Lila’s words, “his own dumbassery.” I can’t speak on that, since I don’t know what a triple axel is, but I have to imagine it’s not something one should attempt while drunk, even if a teammate dares you to.

Plus, I still can’t get the haunted look he wore when he admitted he was scared out of my head. I think it’s the most vulnerable I’ve ever seen Jack look.

I left before I got to talk to Ian, but it was easy to see how distressed Lila was about the whole thing when I gave her keys back. Despite his . . . chaotic personality, I know that Lila adores her brother. It’s easy to see how much she cares about him every time she speaks of him, or anytime they interact. Truth be told, it almost makes me jealous, the relationship they have. It’s something I’m still trying to figure out with my own brother.

I shake away my thoughts of the Bakers, deciding that I need nothing more than a hot shower before I hit the books. I stretch my arms over my head to pull off my T-shirt, tossing it in the hamper by my bed before stepping into the tiny attached bath to turn on the hot water. I brace myself against the sink, giving my appearance a once-over, taking in the slight dark circles under my eyes.

I can’t remember the last time I didn’t have them.

My entire life has been a constant stream of uneasiness and stress. It’s a given, I think, when you spend a good deal of your life being someone’s dirty little secret. Constantly worried about what people might learn of you, what they might say if they did.

It’s fucking exhausting, really. It’s supposed to be better now that my dad is out of the picture, but for the first few months after he ran off, there was plenty in the tabloids about me just the same. Who I was, what sort of person I was, speculations on my personal life . . . I don’t know how Ian fucking dealt with it all those years. Thankfully, I seem to be old news now, and I’ve made it my life’s mission to never be on anyone’s radar like that ever again. I want a nice, easy life going forward. I’ve had more than my fair share of drama, thank you very much.

The shower spray is everything I needed, and I linger under the warm water for a lot longer than is necessary, my thoughts going back to that conversation in the hospital without my permission.

I think the thing that bothers me the most about Jack Baker is how easy everything seems to be for him. And yes, I’m well aware he’s had his own suffering in his life, I’m not discrediting that, but I think the crux of it all is that I’m jealous that he’s suffered so much and somehow come out on the other side being so damned happy all the time. I mean, granted, Lila is a generally happy person, too, so by that logic I should resent her as well, but Jack is . . .

Jack is sort of hard to ignore.

Every moment I spend in his presence, he’s fixated on making sure I don’t leave the interaction without being mildly irritated at best, like he’s made it his life’s mission to annoy the ever-loving fuck out of me. The constant banter, the incessant teasing—he’s just . . . irritating. I want to pretend he doesn’t exist most of the time, but he makes it so impossible to do so, just by being himself.

I run my fingers through my wet hair as I rinse out my shampoo, thinking of his quiet thank you. Of the look on his face when he said it.

Is it at all possible that underneath all that silliness and swagger, a real person exists?

I snort under my breath, wiping the lingering suds from my eyes.

Doubtful, I decide.

After my shower, I drag out my book and settle on my bed with my notes sprawled out in front of me, chewing on the end of my pen and trying not to think about Jack Baker. Something that I have to actively do a lot lately, it seems.

I am scared.

I tap my pen against my chin, growing irritated with myself. So what if he had a moment of vulnerability? It doesn’t mean he’s not the fuckboy he’s proven himself to be at every turn and venture. It doesn’t mean I should be sitting here feeling sorry for him.

So why am I?

I throw my pen against my notebook, glancing at the clock to note the late hour, sighing. My brain is all over the place tonight, and I’m fairly certain that I won’t be getting anything done. Too much excitement for one day, I think.

So I do the thing I’ve been considering doing since I got home, hating myself all the while.

Me: how is Jack doing?

It doesn’t take Ian long to answer, the little dots dancing for only a few seconds before he responds:

Ian: He’s being frustrating is what he’s doing. Trying to convince us not to tell Coach about his injury.

I frown. That’s . . . Well. I guess that is very Jack, considering how vehemently he insisted he needed to continue playing. Even if I don’t really understand why.

Me: but didn’t the doctor say that it’ll only get worse if he keeps playing?

Ian: Exactly. Try getting that through his thick skull though.

Ian: Sorry we didn’t get to those post-game dinner plans.

I smile softly, practically hearing the concern in his tone. It’s a wonder my brother’s head doesn’t split with how much he’s constantly worrying about other people.

Me: it’s fine, seriously
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Me: Lila said you guys still won! Congrats.

Ian: Thanks. Raincheck on dinner?

Me: absolutely.

There’s a brief pause before:

Ian: You doing okay?

I frown. It’s an innocent enough question, but I know the meaning behind it is less so. Ever since dad left, Ian (and Lila, for that matter) have taken to treating me with kid gloves. Constantly checking in with me, always trying to get me to come over or to go out with them . . . It’s like they’re afraid of leaving me alone for too long. I want to remind them that I’m not the only one who dad hurt—but I guess since I’m the only one still letting it bother me, it’s a valid concern.

Still, it makes me feel like I don’t know how to take care of myself sometimes.

Me: I’m fine. Promise.

I fall back against my pillows as I reach for my headphones, popping them into my ears and letting Billie Eilish sing away my troubles. Her soothing voice always settles the disquiet in me, and tonight is no different, even if I can’t fully pinpoint where the disquiet comes from. Maybe it’s the unanswered texts in my phone that I’ve been avoiding all week, maybe it’s the coursework piling up around me, or maybe it’s even the misplaced sense of pity I feel for the world’s hottest douche canoe.

Probably a lot of that last one, if I’m being honest.

I close my eyes as Billie’s voice lulls me, putting my hands behind my head on my pillow and stretching out to take a breather before I inevitably force myself to take another crack at my paper. It means that I don’t hear it, at first—the metallic pinging that comes from my bathroom. It means that when the first spew of water starts to jet out from where the faucet handles are, I don’t notice, not at first.

It’s not until the song ends and starts to blend into the next one that I catch the roaring sound of spraying water, turning my head to the catastrophe that is currently taking place in my tiny bathroom. Because it isn’t enough, apparently, that I’m drowning in schoolwork, that my dad’s a dick who tried to ruin my life, not even that my head is hung up tonight on a guy who I shouldn’t be giving a second thought to. No, apparently that isn’t enough fuckery for Abigail Thompson.

Because for no good reason, all at once—a pipe bursts in my bathroom, a small flood underway.

I stare at it for all of three seconds before my body catches up to the shock, jumping into action to do what, I’m not even sure yet.

Great, I think. Just fucking great.
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Jack

Two weeks after the incident, and I feel like I could fight a bear. Even with the coach thinking that all I’d suffered was a sprain, I’d still been forced to sit out for the games against Vegas and Toronto. He assures me I’ll be able to play in the game against New York next week if I’m feeling better—something I’ve already assured him I am—but given that the team doctor hasn’t cleared me for play yet, thinking that it’s just a sprain, I haven’t really had a choice but to play along. Even if it makes me feel like I’m coming out of my skin.

I’ve been walking around the Back Bay area for the last hour or so; there’s a small rink on this side of the city where I can usually get some skating in without being recognized—as long as I wear a hood and a face mask—and I need the time on the ice today more than ever.

My arm isn’t really sore anymore, but there’s a tightness to it that, if I’m being honest, has been there for months. Like the bones don’t want to work like they should. It’s fucking terrifying, because it means that the doctor has to be right about everything he said. And even with seeing the X-ray evidence, some part of me had been willing to convince myself that it was all a mistake—that if I ignored it, it would just go away.

If the stiffness above my wrist is any indication, it’s clear that I’m kidding myself.

I shuffle along the brick-laid sidewalk, adjusting the mask on my face as I pass by several little shops. There’s a bookstore just up ahead—I haven’t seen the inside of one of those since college—and just beyond that there’s a tiny little coffee shop with a wooden sign hanging outside. When someone exits the door as I near, I get a blast of fresh coffee beans, and with the dreary gray of the sky and my even drearier attitude, coffee seems like just the thing.

I pull open the door and step inside, tugging at my ball cap to make sure it covers my eyes. It’s not like I don’t like the attention I get when I’m recognized, but it just feels like a chore today. The line inside isn’t too long, and I settle at the back of it as I take in the place. Tiny tables, intimate lighting, chalkboard signs—it’s a typical coffee joint. But when my eyes land on the counter, I realize that couldn’t be less true.

Because sitting behind the counter is a very familiar face.

I knew she lived somewhere in the area, but it never occurred to me she might be working somewhere over here. I assumed that between her dad and Ian, there would be no reason for her to be. So it’s strange to see Abby Thompson in an apron and a green visor—looking her usual bored self as she gives someone their change.

A smile touches my lips behind my mask as I watch her. She looks like the picture of ennui, with her thin-lipped smile and her slightly glazed eyes—and I can’t say why it’s so endearing to me, how constantly grumpy she is. Sure, Ian can be a grump sometimes, but Abby really makes it her own.

I wait patiently for my turn, already planning the way I’m going to tease her about her visor, but just when she gets done with the customer in front of me, she says something to her coworker, stepping aside and moving around the counter to settle into one of the little tables in the corner.

Ah. On break then. Even better.

I get my order in as quickly as I can, carrying it over to the same table and dropping down into the seat opposite her as she gives me a confused look. I tug down my mask to grin at her, and the immediate roll of her eyes gives me the strangest urge to laugh.

“What are you doing here?”

I shrug, taking a sip from my cup. “I was in the neighborhood.”

“Are you stalking me now?”

“Consider it a compliment,” I tease.

“I consider it a felony,” she grumbles.

I can’t help it then; I do laugh.

“I really was just in the neighborhood. Complete coincidence, I swear.” I look around the shop, taking it in again. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

She arches one delicate brow. “Why would you?”

“I just thought it might have come up in one of our many heart-to-hearts.”

“We could never have a heart-to-heart,” she scoffs. “You like the sound of your own voice too much.”

“It is a very nice voice,” I answer seriously.

She eyes me then, a little wrinkle forming at her brow. “How’s the arm?”

“Oh, it’s . . .” I bristle, feeling that increasingly familiar pang of fear reverberate through my chest. “It’s fine,” I say. “They were making a fuss over nothing.”

She levels me with a stare. “Oh, really.”

“Really, really.”

She shakes her head. “You’re impossible. You know I’m living with Ian right now, right? I know you begged them not to tell your coach how bad it is.”

“Wait, hold up. You’re living with Ian?”

“And Lila.”

“I thought you lived around here?”

She narrows her eyes. “And how would you know that?”

“I stalk you, duh.” When she rolls her eyes again, I add, “Ian mentioned it once. So why are you staying with them?”

She sighs, scrubbing a hand down her face. “Pipe burst in my apartment. Apparently, it’s going to take a while to fix it. They found mold in the walls, so they have to do a complete reno of most of the units.”

“Jeez, tough break.”

“Fucking telling me,” she snorts.

I make a face. “Ian and Dee don’t have a guest bedroom.”

“Nope,” she says, letting the p make a pop sound. “Couch city for me.”

“Ouch,” I answer with sympathy. “And they’re still in the honeymoon phase.”

“Trust me,” she groans, “I know. They are not quiet. It’s a fucking nightmare.”

I cover my ears with my hands. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

“A couple of weeks ago, you were talking about thinking of Ian naked,” she reminds me.

“I can’t be blamed for what my brain does,” I remind her. “It has a mind of its own.”

I take her in then, really take her in, noticing how tired she looks. Not just physically, but it’s something that seems to emanate from inside her, like it’s oozing out of her. It’s in the droop of her shoulders, the dark circles under her eyes, the tension she seems to carry in her entire body.

I can’t help but ask it, it just comes out. “Something else wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know . . . You look . . . tired.”

“You said that the last time I saw you,” she points out.

“Well, it’s still true.”

There’s a flash of vulnerability in her eyes, and oddly enough, I want to do something about it. Touch her hand . . . tell her it’s okay . . . I don’t know. Something. It’s a weird sensation.

I like to tease Abby, I do—mostly because she’s so easily riled and it makes me a little giddy to be the one to make her that way—but lately it seems like she’s a lot more . . . down than she usually is.

“Look,” she sighs. “I love your sister and my brother, but . . .”

“But?”

She throws up her hands. “If I have to sit through another dinner where they’re both prodding me to talk about my feelings, or how I’m doing, or asking if there’s anything they can do for me—I’m going to scream.”

“Ah,” I say, realization dawning on me. “They’re babying the shit out of you, huh?”

“For months,” she says wearily. “And I appreciate that they care, I really do, but it was bad enough when I had my own place . . . Now, I swear they’re like my parents. Always texting and asking when I’ll be home, asking if I need a ride from work, asking me if I remembered to charge my cell phone—ugh.” She shakes her head. “I know I sound like a jerk right now.”

“No, no,” I tell her. “I get it. It sounds exhausting.”

She looks up at me with wide eyes, nodding slowly. “Exactly. Exactly. It is exhausting. And on top of school and my dad and everything else, I just—” She blinks at me, her lips parting. “I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this.”

“Eh, I’m a great listener.”

Her lips purse. “You rarely shut up long enough to be a good listener.”

“Excuse me,” I say, pressing a hand to my chest. “I am a sensitive soul,” I tell her. “I’m here for the people, if you will.” I wink at her. “Always ready to lend a helping hand.”

She gives me a flat stare, and I can’t help but chuckle. She’s so damned grumpy.

“Fine, fine,” I relent. “Still. I’m sorry things are shit right now.”

She rubs the space between her eyes. “They said it could be two months before my apartment is ready to be lived in again. They’re comping the rent for the months I’m not there, but still. I hate the idea of living off Ian’s charity.” She blinks again, looking taken aback by her own words. “Jesus. I can’t seem to stop running my mouth today. Maybe I am tired.”

I grin back at her. “Told you so.”

“Yeah, well. It is what it is.”

An idea pops into my head, one that’s probably unwise and unwarranted, but sitting here letting her snipe at me . . . I’m realizing that it’s the first time in weeks I haven’t thought about my injury or what’s to become of my career. It’s . . . refreshing, not having to think about it, even if only for a little while.

Maybe that’s why I open my mouth and let something stupid fall out of it.

“You know . . . Ian’s old room is open. You could always stay there.”

Her nose wrinkles. “What?”

“I’m just saying, it’s empty. No reason you couldn’t stay there until they fix your place.”

“That sounds like the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” she says with zero hesitation.

I can’t help it; I laugh again. “I mean . . . probably, but it’s got to be better than sleeping on my sister’s couch and listening to her bone your brother every night.”

I shudder, because the thought still sends a chill down my spine.

For a brief moment, I think she might be considering it; her eyes round, a sort of curious gleam in them as the idea no doubt settles in her mind. But in mere seconds, she’s shaking her head again, snatching her visor from the top of the table and roughly shoving it back on her head.

“My break is up,” she says. “And that’s still a terrible idea.”

I shrug. “Can’t force you, but the offer is there.”

“Is it.” She looks at me with that same curious expression. “Why do you even care, huh?”

My lips curl, and I give another light shrug as I say, “Just a good person, I guess.”

She actually snorts, but there’s a twitch of her mouth when she does it, like I almost got a smile out of her.

“Right,” she says with a scoff. “Of course you are. I gotta get back to work.”

“Just think about it, yeah?” I call after her.

She throws a hand over her shoulder, waving me off, and I find myself smiling the entire time I watch her return to the counter, that perma-scowl on her mouth and that ever-present wrinkle between her eyes as she is no doubt still thinking about it.

I mean, if I were having to listen to Ian and Delilah bone every night, I’d probably move to Antigua or something.

I sip at my coffee, a smile lingering at my mouth as I watch Abby work quietly, not bothering her with a goodbye when I finally finish and head toward the door. I spare her one last glance before I walk through it, catching her staring at me with that bewildered look, like she still can’t believe I would offer such a thing. Truthfully, I don’t know why I did either. It’s not like she’ll ever take me up on it.

My arm twinges, and I rub it idly as I leave the shop.

Still, oddly enough, I find that I really meant it.
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