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        He said I taught him how to dream.

        Maybe he taught me, too.

        When fate brings the strongest man I know to his knees, dreams aren’t enough to save us.

        But Tyler and I have one last chance, and the power to decide how this ends.

        A tragedy for the ages.

        Or the perfect ending to the most beautiful song ever written...

        Ours.
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      I’ve never watched a ballet with blood before.

      But that’s what this is.

      The two EMTs move around Tyler in a dance they’ve rehearsed, one I’ve never seen and have no part in. He’s strapped to a stretcher and lifted into the back of an ambulance. One of the techs, a woman, asks me questions about what happened.

      I try to answer, but I can’t take my eyes from Tyler—not when they put a mask over his face that hides his shallow breathing or when the lights inside the vehicle make his pale face look yellow. After the stretcher is locked in place in the ambulance, the vehicle takes off.

      I want to hold him, but there’s so much blood. It covers his dark dress shirt, making it stick to his torso and his arm…

      My stomach lurches.

      They’ve got his shirtsleeve up and his arm lifted in the air.

      I perch on a stool near Tyler’s face, but his eyes are closed. I clutch my necklace hard enough my knuckles go numb, as if I can rewind time, can bring us back to the restaurant or the theater before a man I’ve never met ripped my reality in half.

      “Hey, you,” I murmur, brushing Tyler’s damp hair away from his forehead. “It’s going to be okay.”

      My heart’s in my throat. I used to hate how it raced for him. Now I’d give it to him if it would bring color back to his pale face.

      They hook him up to something, and a monitor beeps in slow intervals in the corner.

      The vehicle bumps every now and again, and every time, the gurney jumps with it. I want to tell them this should be easier on him, but they’re working away, one on each side, and the monitor continues to beep, and I can’t even watch them.

      In minutes or hours, the vehicle stops. The back doors swing wide, and a serious-looking man in scrubs eyes the scene inside the ambulance, his gaze finding me.

      “Miss, you need to move out of the way.”

      I stumble out of the ambulance and watch them lower Tyler to the ground, adjust the bed, and wheel him inside. I follow until they swing through a set of double doors, where I’m stopped by the same man from outside.

      “I need to stay with him,” I insist.

      “Are you family?”

      “He doesn’t have anyone else.”

      His eyes soften. “Can you help with medical history?”

      I follow him to chairs in the waiting room around the corner, answer his questions as best I can.

      Still, I don’t know if Tyler’s parents or grandparents had heart disease. If he’s ever had a reaction to medication.

      What I do know is that he’s strong and resilient and brave. That his smile fixes every problem I’ve ever known.

      I know I love him and if he’s not okay, I’m going to stop breathing.

      Finally, the man sets down the clipboard. “Thank you. We’ll let you know when we have more. If you need to leave, please see the administration desk first.” He nods toward a window on one side of the room.

      I pace the hallway. There are people in beds outside of rooms. Is that what’s going to happen to Tyler?

      I find my way to the desk. “I’m here with Tyler Adams. He’s in the emergency room.”

      “I don’t have any updates on Mr. Adams at this time.”

      “I know, but… he needs the best care available.”

      She pulls up a file on her computer. “Of course. All of our patients receive the best care our hospital can provide. Does he have insurance?”

      My throat works. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter what it costs.”

      This shouldn’t be happening. Everything was working out—with me, Tyler, our lives…

      “Miss, are you feeling light-headed? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine.” I force a smile and turn back down the hall, ignoring the people passing me.

      I want to call my dad. He’d know what to do. More than that, I’d give anything to see him and Haley and Sophie brush through those doors.

      A tear escapes down my cheek.

      I open the contacts on my phone and hit his number. Each ring has my stomach twisting tighter, ready for the next second when he’ll answer. I’ll tell him I’m sorry for everything, that I’ll make it up to him if only he’ll help me with this one thing.

      But there’s nothing.

      After four rings, I get his voicemail.

      I try to formulate words to leave on a message.

      Someone attacked Tyler with a knife.

      He’s bleeding like crazy.

      We’re at the hospital.

      I don’t know what the fuck to do.

      It’s all my fault.

      A girl younger than me walks down the hall with a cast on her arm. Her parents are with her, but when she gets closer, I notice the scratches along her face, the bruises. She meets my gaze, and her face is composed.

      Pull it together. For Tyler’s sake.

      The beep jerks me back, and I hang up without saying a word.

      I swipe at my cheeks before making another call.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is he okay?” Beck demands as he stalks inside, Elle and Rae in tow. The clock on the wall says it’s two in the morning.

      I tell them what happened. As I’m finishing, a man in a suit enters the ER doors, searching the waiting room.

      I rise to meet Zeke, the record exec who signed Tyler less than two weeks ago. “I told them to spare no expense, but…”

      He understands immediately. “You don’t think they’ll take you seriously.”

      Zeke nods and goes to the desk, starts talking with the woman there.

      “You called him?” Beck demands, coming up behind me.

      “I need to know he’s going to be taken care of. Zeke’s interests and Tyler’s are aligned. At least right now.”

      Rae strips off her sweatshirt and holds it out to me.

      I stare at her, confused as to why she’s offering me clothes when I have my own.

      But when she keeps holding out the shirt, I look down at my dress and jacket, caked in blood.

      When I start shaking instead of reaching for Rae’s sweatshirt, Elle takes my hand and walks me to the bathroom. Rae’s close on our heels.

      Inside the clean six-stall ladies’ room, I strip off my jacket and shove it in the garbage, revulsion taking over. Then I wash the blood off my hands, from under my fingernails.

      The liquid soap doesn’t do the best job, and I wish I had one of those bar soaps or an old toothbrush or something.

      “It’ll come out later.” Rae’s voice is calm, and it takes the edge off as I meet her steady gaze in the mirror.

      I pull the sweatshirt over my dress, grateful it’s at least hiding the blood.

      Elle leans against one wall, looking paler than usual.

      “You okay?” I ask her.

      She lifts a shoulder. “My dad died in a hospital. It took a long time.”

      I hug her, for both of us, and she hugs me back.

      Rae watches, and even though she’s not part of this impromptu group hug, it feels like it. She’s part of the moment, and their presence gives me strength.

      When we get back outside, the waiting room includes Beck, a handful of strangers, and Zeke.

      The ER doctor comes into the waiting room. “Miss Jamieson?”

      But we’re all on our feet as one while I say, “How is he?”

      “He lost a significant amount of blood through a deep laceration in his forearm and hand. We’ve cleaned them, stitched them up. Not life-threatening. Your quick thinking helped keep it from getting there.”

      If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t have been there. We wouldn’t have been walking home. If I hadn’t worn his ring around my neck, hadn’t made him fight for it, we would be back at his place right now.

      “Miss Jamieson.”

      “What?” I blurt, shaking myself.

      “Is Tyler right hand dominant?”

      I nod.

      “That should make recovery easier. He won’t be doing anything with his left hand for some time.”

      A noise makes me realize I’ve dropped my bag on the floor.

      Zeke answers for me. “The kid’s a guitarist. He’s going on tour in two weeks. He needs to play.”

      The doctor stares down the executive. “We’ve moved him to a private room. In time, he’ll be able to look at options for reconstructive surgery. But playing guitar in two weeks is out of the question.”

      The reality of it settles around us, leaving the air heavy and cloying.

      “Aside from pain,” the doctor goes on, “there may be numbness in the arm and hand, limited to no mobility.” My stomach sinks further. “But you can see him now, if you like.”

      “Yes.” I look around at our friends, and they nod.

      “You go,” Beck says.

      I follow the doctor down the hall and pause outside the room.

      I listen through the door. There’s the beeping of a machine. His heart rate.

      No other sounds. No raging or groaning. Just silence.

      I square my shoulders before heading inside. Tyler fills the bed with his broad frame, and it’s shocking to see him so still. He’s always full of life. Even when he’s contained, there’s a latent energy. Tonight—this morning—there’s nothing. And that terrifies me.

      I stop beside the bed, peering down at his pale face. They’ve taken off the mask, and there are traces of lines on his face from where it sat. A thick white bandage covers from mid-forearm to his hand. His pale fingers stick out the end.

      I lean over him. “Hey, handsome. How’re you feeling?”

      His eyes open half an inch, and his mouth moves a moment before producing a raspy sound. “Good as I look.”

      A breath whooshes out of me to hear him speak, as if I thought I might not again. “Beck and Elle and Rae are here. And Zeke. Do you need something else for the pain?”

      Tyler shakes his head. “I can’t feel my hand. It won’t move. I can’t…” His eyes close.

      My gaze drags to his hand again. There’s no hint of a rusty red stain through the white gauze, but my stomach turns anyway.

      I can’t imagine what he’s going through. Not only physically, but the shock and hearing the doctor relay any part of what he told us.

      The idea of him not being able to pick up his guitar tomorrow, to do what he’s always done, washes over me in a wave of grief.

      I want to hug him, or kiss him, or even cry. Instead, I force myself to be strong for him. For us.

      “I’m glad you’re okay. You’re going to be okay,” I amend. I start to reach for his good hand, then see a spot of blood I missed on my wrist and tug Rae’s sweater down to hide it.

      “Am I?”

      He says it so quietly I almost miss it.
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      When my eyes crack open, the world is black and empty.

      Maybe I’m not awake after all. Maybe I’m dead.

      But as I turn my head, something cool and soft glides across my cheek. Satiny sheets. They’re over me and under me, and my head is cushioned by a fat, fluffy pillow.

      The green numbers on the digital clock next to my bed read 11:51.

      I’ve woken up plenty and not known where I was, but as the hotel room comes back to me, I realize I’ve done it two mornings in a row. The blackness from the heavy curtains doesn’t help.

      My arm is numb. It’s an improvement over the first time I woke up this morning, when it felt as if each muscle was being peeled from my fingers to my elbow.

      Once when I was a kid, a brick from a construction site my friends and I were screwing around at fell on my hand from a stack a few feet high.

      I couldn’t feel my fingers for a couple hours. It sucked.

      I’d give anything for that feeling now. What I have instead alternates between pain and numbness. Hell’s see-saw.

      I shift out of bed, the rest of my muscles aching. I can’t shower because of the bandages, but I drag my body to the en-suite bathroom to take a bath.

      When the doctor told me what happened two nights ago, the mess of painkillers kept me in a dizzy state of denial.

      Lacerations. Severed tendons. Long-term damage.

      All of it means I can’t play guitar.

      The emotions blur together like the sensations. There’s panic, clawing at my throat. Disbelief, hammering in my head. And underneath it all, a grief I can’t look at too closely yet because it means something I’m not ready to accept...

      That no matter how long I sleep, in no world will I wake up and have everything be okay.

      When I get out of the bath, I go to the drawer of clothes Beck brought over yesterday from our apartment. I grab boxer briefs and sweatpants and tug them on before heading out to the living room of the hotel suite. The smell of coffee is a small mercy, as is the shape of the girl in the kitchenette.

      “You’re back,” I croak.

      Annie turns and smiles, and the awful knot in my chest loosens a bit. “I went to class and picked up some supplies. Saw the nurse was here to change your bandage while I was gone.”

      I glance toward the table where a note the nurse left says just that. Without asking, Zeke hired her to check on me once a day in the hotel room he insisted on paying for “as long as I need.”

      The fact that he’s keeping such a close eye is unsettling, but calling Zeke to demand why he’s still treating me like an investment given how far my stock has plummeted in the last two days feels low on my priority list.

      Annie looks at home in tight jeans and bare feet, a sweater zipped up over her tank top because I cranked the air conditioning. Her hair is twisted up in a knot on her head, Annie’s method of keeping it out of her way when she’s got bigger things to worry about.

      She crosses to me, searching my face for signs of… I don’t know. Trauma. Depression. General fucked-up-ness.

      I wish she’d stop.

      “Nurse wanted to give me a sponge bath too.” I try for a joke.

      Annie’s gaze drags down my bare chest to where my sweatpants hang low on my hips.

      “I told you I’d change the bandages for you.” There’s concern in her voice but also a note of something that makes my dick twitch.

      “Nah. Then my girlfriend wouldn’t get all jealous.”

      “Do I look jealous?” She tilts her head, lips curving.

      “Yeah. You do.” I reach for her with my good hand. It still takes conscious effort not to move the other one, but I grab her waist and tug her against me.

      Her cool palms flatten against my chest. She’s a reminder not everything in this world is upside down.

      Annie tips her face up for a kiss, but I turn away at the last second. “Ah. Forgot to brush my teeth. Be right back.”

      I head into the bathroom and reach for my toothbrush.

      Last night was my first full night out of the hospital, and Annie refused to sleep next to me, afraid to risk grabbing my arm.

      But she wouldn’t sleep at the dorms, either, instead opting for the pull-out couch in my hotel room.

      She’s been glued to my side since I got out of the hospital, but I haven’t told her everything.

      Like the fact that I can’t stop thinking about that night.

      It happened so fast, but when I replay it, it’s slow. All the things I could’ve done. Should’ve done.

      All the different ways we could’ve gotten home.

      Shoving it away doesn’t work, so I’ve tried starting the memory earlier, at the musical I took her to or in the bar when I gave her that ring.

      The problem is it feels as if those memories are getting fuzzier and further away and the ones in the dark alley are getting sharper and closer.

      A knock on the suite door outside as I finish brushing my teeth has my ears perking up.

      “I’m here with reinforcements.” Beck’s cheerful voice echoes from the other room, and I step toward the barely open bathroom door to listen. “Male strippers.”

      Annie laughs, the first time I’ve heard her laugh since the hospital. It makes my chest hurt.

      “How is he?”

      “The pain seems more manageable.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “I can hear you,” I taunt as I head back in to find Beck seated on the couch.

      “Dammit. Even the part where I made out with your girl?”

      I narrow my gaze on him. “Try it and you’ll lose more than a hand.”

      He chuckles. “I talked to your profs about getting extensions on your term projects.” He runs me through the list of accommodations they’ve made for me. “Even printed out your study notes for finals.”

      “Thanks,” I say, and mean it. “I’ll get to it eventually.”

      I rise and go to the kitchen, where Annie’s looking over her shoulder at me.

      “You don’t want to take a look today?” she says. “You must be getting sick of watching Netflix.”

      “Doesn’t seem so urgent.” I survey the bowl of marshmallows and box of Rice Krispies cereal someone must’ve brought, because I’m pretty sure they weren’t in the hotel cupboards.

      “This, though—this is a priority.” She smiles. “Here, lemme help.”

      I take the bowl and stick the marshmallows and butter in the microwave. When I grab a spatula and turn, I bump into her, jostling my arm. I hiss out a breath of pain.

      “Shit. I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “You should sit down.”

      “I can microwave marshmallows.”

      “Evidently you can’t, bro,” Beck calls.

      Every muscle in my torso tightens, but I grab my coffee and sink into the chair across from Beck.

      I watch Annie make the squares as Beck catches me up on stuff from school.

      “This is a nice place,” he says after a few minutes. “Zeke’s taking care of you.”

      Annie comes over and sets a plate of squares on the table. “He knows you’re going to recover. There are options for reconstruction. The doctor said so himself, and physio—”

      “Physio won’t do shit when what’s in my hand is sliced in two,” I state.

      Annie and Beck are quiet while I take a bite of a square. It tastes familiar, but everything else has changed.

      “You’re still a musician,” Annie says. “This doesn’t change that. Zeke believes in you.”

      “He gets a paycheck when people bring in money, which I don’t see me doing. He has a tour leaving in ten days, and if I can’t play, there’s no way the invite still stands.”

      My voice has a new edge. The anger’s not directed at Annie, but she stiffens.

      Beck looks between us before rising from his seat. “I’ll leave you guys to it. One for the road?”

      I don’t say anything as Beck takes a treat and leaves.

      Once the door’s closed, I shove out of the chair and say what we’re both thinking.

      “I’m sorry. I’m being an asshole.”

      I drop onto the couch, and Annie shifts onto the arm, tucking her feet up in front of her as she watches me.

      “It’s understandable,” she says softly.

      “It’s not. None of this is understandable.”

      A wave of panic rises up, and I fight to keep it down. It’s a losing battle.

      I’ve never felt out of control. No one has ever made me out of control. They can take things from me—home, family. I’ll survive. But this…

      I’ve always managed myself. I’m the one I can count on. But now I’m broken. Someone took me from me.

      The worst part is I never saw it coming. I was prepared to lose everything, had felt that before between walking away from Annie and then having my dad die in front of me and losing my contract after.

      But how can you prepare for the possibility of losing yourself?

      The question is still spinning in my mind when Annie shifts over me, careful not to bump my bandaged arm. Her weight settles across my thighs, and suddenly my attention’s on her, not my fucked-up life, not my fucked-up hand. It’s impossible to think of anything but her floral scent and the way she feels pressing against my groin.

      My bad arm’s off to the side as if I can forget it by keeping it out of sight. With my good hand, I brush the hair back from her earnest face, tuck it behind her ear.

      No matter what’s going on, I have this girl. It feels like a small mercy, but I know it’s more than that. It’s everything.

      “Don’t give up on me,” I murmur.

      Her eyes turn liquid. “Never.”

      Her lips find my neck, and I shift, giving her better access.

      Maybe if I pretend hard enough to be normal, it’ll happen.

      “Back when we were kids,” I start, “I used to check you out. I didn’t admit it to myself. I’d tell myself I was curious what you’d come up with next, but I really wanted to stare at those lips. I was obsessed.”

      “Can I tell you a secret?” she murmurs, kissing down my chest. “They’re obsessed with you, too.”

      My heart kicks. So does something else, because she’s squirming in my lap. There’s no hiding how hard I’m getting under my sweatpants.

      “You’re gonna kill me,” I murmur at the ceiling as my head falls back on the couch. Cool air flows around my groin, and before I know it, a smooth hand fists my cock.

      “You seem healthy to me,” she replies.

      My tortured groan ends on a laugh. “Annie—”

      “Relax. You’re supposed to be healing.”

      She works the pants down my hips, and I lift to help as my cock springs out.

      The first stroke of her hand from tip to hilt has me hissing out a breath.

      Fuck, yeah.

      The second has my ass tightening, my hips thrusting up into her grip. Sharp pangs of pleasure jolt up my spine, pulling my balls tight. The blood flows through my veins, and I’m throbbing.

      My arm throbs too.

      It’s been days since we’ve done this, and I haven’t forgotten the need I have for her.

      She’s eager and open. She meets my gaze with a look of wickedness, silently telling me exactly what she’s going to do next.

      Yes.

      This beautiful girl with a heart the size of the world is going to make me see stars.

      But I can’t kick the throbbing down the left side of my body.

      Her tongue finds the head of my cock, licking the bead at the end, and that’s what I need to forget everything.

      I want to flip her over and drive into her until I’m so deep she’ll never get me out. I want to spread her wide and eat her until the only word she knows is my name.

      I can’t.

      So, I let her fuck me.

      “Harder,” I grunt.

      She resists, licking down the underside of my dick while giving me a little squeeze at the bottom.

      “You’re saying you don’t like this?” she teases before pulling my head into her mouth and sucking slowly.

      I groan. “Annie.” There’s arousal in my voice, but the frustration has her brows pulling together. “Quit dicking around.”

      With a moment’s hesitation, she moves back down my body and there’s no dicking around this time. She fists me with both hands and takes me as far down as she can.

      Yes. This is what I need.

      I need her.

      I need this moment. Everything’s okay in this moment.

      I catch her hair in my hand, twist it behind her head to keep it out of her way—and to tug on her, to pretend I’m dragging her toward the inevitable conclusion of this when she’s the one dragging me.

      A piece falls back in her face, and I capture it, tugging it into the makeshift ponytail. Doing that jerks the necklace out from under her shirt.

      The rose and the ring.

      My heart twists.

      I’m so close to coming, and the blood rushes in my veins as thoughts rush to the surface of my mind. They’re incongruent, but they feel true.

      I wish she’d never kept that rose.

      I wish I’d put that ring on her finger.

      I wish I hadn’t stayed with my dad in the hospital and bailed on my first contract.

      I wish I’d made us take a cab home.

      I wish I’d never let her talk me into believing I could be more than I am.

      When I come, she takes everything—my release and my anger and my devastation.

      As I sag back into the cushions, Annie settles herself on my thighs once again. She kisses me, and I taste my own salt mixed with her.

      “How does it feel now?” she asks, pulling back.

      It sounds like a casual question, but it’s not. She needs to make me whole again. It might as well be scrawled on her cheek, words she wrote herself.

      “Better,” I lie.

      It’s the one gift I can give her, and we’ve lost enough this week.
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      “Tell me why you want this job busting your ass for people who couldn’t care less if you were born unless you forget the refill on their Pellegrino.”

      Beck’s rapid-fire question has me leaning across the kitchen table in his and Tyler’s apartment.

      The first of my two final exams isn’t until tomorrow, but already, I feel as if I’m being grilled.

      “Because I need money to pay next semester’s tuition and living expenses and my rock star dad cut me off for failing to tell him I was at performing arts school.”

      He cocks his head. “Cute. One more time.”

      I square my shoulders. “Because I’m a hard worker, I don’t give up, and I’ll wait whichever tables you tell me to for as many hours as you want.”

      “Good.” Beck rises from his chair and goes to the fridge, where he pulls out two Coke cans and hands me one.

      I pop the tab and take a long drink. “Thanks for helping me practice for interviews.”

      The reality that I need to provide for myself is sinking in. I’ve submitted resumes to at least twenty places—a few administrative positions, plus serving since there seem to be more of those available.

      “Give them the answers they want, and someone will give you a chance.”

      My gaze scans the apartment, landing on the guitar leaning against the wall. “Think I should take his guitar to him at the hotel?”

      “So he can play it with his teeth?” Beck’s laughter dies when he sees my expression. “Manatee, he’ll ask for it if he wants it.”

      That statement bothers me. Tyler’s been doing his best to assure me he’s okay, but it doesn’t feel right.

      “I ran into the nurse on my way to school this morning. She said his hand seems to be healing, but I don’t know about the rest of him. Have you noticed anything strange in the last couple of days?”

      The way Beck shifts against the counter, frowning, doesn’t ease my mind.

      I turn my soda can in my hands. “I know it’ll take time, and this is part of the process. He’s been through a traumatic event, and—”

      “You both have.” Beck crosses the distance between us, tilting his face down to search my expression. “Tyler dropped one of his classes rather than rescheduling the final.”

      My brows shoot up. “What?” He didn’t say anything this morning in the hour it took me to get up, shower, put away the pullout couch and leave for Vanier.

      Beck shrugs. “I think he figured he had enough on his plate. The pain’s been bad again.”

      Something else he didn’t tell me. My hand tightens on the can until it makes a crunching noise, and I set it on the counter.

      Beck lays a hand on my shoulder. “He’s gonna work it out. It’ll take time. More than four days.”

      But I hate the thought of Tyler lying to me. If he wanted to keep me from worrying, it’s having the opposite effect.

      I get why he kept things from me back in high school, when he was trying not to want me.

      Now, we’re together. We don’t need secrets. They’ll only keep us apart.

      The door opens, and Tyler starts inside before pulling up, looking between Beck and me. “Hey. What are you doing here? I thought you were studying.”

      Beck’s hand slides off my shoulder.

      “Beck’s helping me with practice interviews for jobs,” I respond. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

      “Needed some more clothes.”

      He hasn’t been back since that night.

      This is good. A step forward.

      “Let me help.” I follow him into his room. “Beck said you dropped a class.”

      “You’re talking to Beck about me?” Tyler turns, arching a dark brow.

      Before I can answer, Tyler closes the distance between us and presses me up against the door.

      The expression on his face turns hungry in a heartbeat. He drops his mouth to mine, kissing me hard. There’s an edge that didn’t used to be there, as if he’s proving a point. To me or himself, I don’t know.

      “We should talk,” I protest even though my body’s already loving his new plan.

      “You don’t want me.” He says it like a statement, not a question, but when he pulls back to study me with dark eyes, there’s a wariness underneath.

      I take his face in my hands, struggling between giving into his immediate intention and forcing us to talk. About school, or what’s in his head, or what I can do to help erase the dark shadows under his eyes.

      Tyler’s said himself he’s a doer, not a talker. Besides, the fact that he showed up here is progress.

      I can try to understand that instead of getting hung up on the fact that he’s not telling me every thought in his head.

      I can meet him where he is, get him through this however he needs.

      “I always want you.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him back. He reaches under my skirt to grab my tights, and I take over, working them down my legs. When I have one foot off, he pushes my hand back against the door and grinds into me.

      I work on his jeans, get them and his boxer briefs down. He’s positioned himself between my thighs, his mouth hungry on my jaw, my neck. I shut my eyes as my head falls back against the door, but we can’t get the right angle.

      “Bed,” I murmur, and he tugs me toward it.

      He drops down first, and I move over him. If this is what he needs, what we need, I can do it. Having tons of sex with my crazy-hot boyfriend is not a hardship.

      He’s breathing shallowly, eyelids at half-mast and gaze smoldering. “Feels like you’re doing all the work lately, Six.”

      “If this is work, sign me up for overtime.”

      His shirt is halfway up his chest, revealing cut abs and smooth skin I want to trace with my lips and tongue.

      His slow smile grips my heart. “I owe you one. When this is all over, I am going to lie you down on this bed and eat you until you scream.”

      “Deal.”

      If I wasn’t already wet, I’m soaked now.

      I position him at my entrance, brushing him through my slickness once before I sink down on his cock.

      We both groan at the feel of it, and I move to thread my fingers through his, hitching a breath when I realize I can only grab one.

      His fingers tangle with mine, gripping hard, and I arch my back to take him as deep as he can go.

      His heavy exhale is satisfying, but the look in his eyes isn’t.

      He’s not here.

      And it hurts.

      I thought I could reach him without words, meet him the way that he understands.

      But if he’s not here when he’s inside me, I don’t know where to find him.

      I don’t know how to bring him back.
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        * * *

      

      “Happy start of exams,” Pen singsongs as she grabs my waist.

      I lose my balance and wobble on the skates. “Only you would get excited at the prospect of high stakes written evaluation,” I say once I right myself. “I only have two, but I might not survive it if you take me out and I end up concussed. I have a very high center of gravity.”

      “Hope you’re talking about your huge brain… because your tits aren’t that big.”

      I laugh, the cold air rushing down my throat.

      The ice rink in Central Park is full on a weekday afternoon. Elle, Rae and I decided to take a break from cramming for finals in the Vanier library to meet up with Pen. It feels like a spot of brightness in the horror of the past week.

      “Your parents must be stoked you’re going home,” I comment.

      “My dad’s been asking for weeks what food I want for the holidays. Knowing my mom, she’s probably making it in small quantities so I don’t get fat. Have you talked to your dad?” Pen prompts.

      “No.” I think of the unanswered call I made from the hospital a week ago. “But Haley sent me an ‘exam emergency kit’, with socks and notebooks and a huge Starbucks card. At least she’s in my corner.”

      Pen’s brows rise. “Did you tell her about Tyler?”

      I stare past her at the dozens of people skating happily around the rink oblivious to what’s going on with us. “Not yet.”

      Pen slides to a crisp stop thanks to the figure skating lessons she took freshman year of high school. “How is he?”

      “The wound is healing. But the cut only tells half the story. I found a list of the best physical therapists in New York, but Tyler says he can’t afford them. I told him that’s the only way he’ll be able to play again, but he shut down.”

      Motion catches my eye, and I see Elle waving from the boards with cups of something on the railing in front of her. Rae’s there too. I head for them, Pen gliding smoothly beside me as we weave through the skaters.

      “I’m on to desperate measures—having sex just to get him to talk to me.”

      “We’re talking about sex now? I would’ve put Baileys in this hot chocolate,” Elle comments as we pull up next to the boards. Rae hands me a steaming cup.

      I’m relieved to see them. Their comfort has been steadying. If there’s a silver lining to what happened, it’s that I have real friends here to support me. Not only that, but they understand the pressure Tyler’s facing, because they signed up for it, too.

      “Right now, it’s the only time I feel connected to him. Tyler’s never been the most talkative person, but… he used to talk to me. I think he talks to Beck. But I can’t help feeling like he’s slipping away. When we’re together, I don’t know if he’s lying there thinking ‘I’m lucky I’m not dead,’ or ‘I can’t believe this happened to me,’ or”—I take a breath—“‘There goes my future.’ I keep thinking it could have been worse. I could have lost him. But in a way, it feels like I already have.”

      It’s the first time I’ve said those words out loud, and they gut me. The idea that he might not come back the same from this is horrifying.

      It also feels selfish. How could he be the same? Tyler will have to live with the physical consequences of that night. Even if, through some miracle, they can repair his hand and he can play the way he used to, it’ll be a long road back.

      Two empathetic faces peer back at me from under knit hats, Pen’s from between her earmuffs.

      “He loves you. That much hasn’t changed, and no one can take that away,” Pen reassures me.

      When Pen heads for the benches to take off her skates, chatting with Elle as she goes, Rae stays behind, pulling something out of her jacket pocket.

      “I got this for you.”

      She holds up a little souvenir Statue of Liberty figurine on a short chain.

      I take in Lady Liberty’s resolute expression. “Is this a reminder I’ll always be a tourist?”

      “No. It’s a reminder that New York welcomes people, even if it doesn’t always feel that way. And that grace and strength aren’t opposites. Sometimes, having both is the only way to survive.”

      Touched, I take the tiny figure and throw my arms around Rae before she can protest.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” she mumbles back, squirming. “It was five dollars.”

      I think about the way Tyler acted after the showcase. He went inside himself and came out with the performance Beck recorded that ended up scoring him the contract with Zeke.

      Maybe he needs a reminder of who he is, what he does.

      “You guys want to go to Leo’s tonight? I know we’re all studying, but only for an hour. Two, tops,” I ask as we catch up to Elle and Pen by the bench.

      Elle cocks her head, intrigued. “You have something special lined up?”

      “Not yet.” Conviction surges through me. “But I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “You came!” Elle calls from where she’s perched next to Beck on a stool at Leo’s.

      She hugs Tyler, and he wraps his good arm around her for a second.

      “I heard that due to your condition, you got an extension until January to write your exams,” Elle says.

      “The gifts never end,” he drawls, but his mouth lifts at the corner when he looks back at me, and my heart lifts with it.

      It’s not the only reason to be in a good mood. I emerged from the library after skating to find two calls about interviews for serving jobs. Plus, I’ve started investigating both student loans and scholarships to help cover tuition and living expenses next semester.

      Rae orders drinks for the crew—alcohol for all of us except Tyler, who’s still on medication and gets a Coke—and we catch up through a few of the open mic acts.

      Some Vanier students stop by to talk, and the tightness in my chest eases every time Tyler lets them draw him into conversation. I’m thrilled to see him talking and laughing with our friends.

      Beck said Tyler would need time, and he was right.

      I catch Beck’s eye and he lifts his glass almost imperceptibly. I smile, sighing out a big breath I’ve been holding for ages.
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