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Chapter One
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Jett

“Sit.” Coach Davidson drops down into his office chair without saying another word.

I stand in the doorway for a moment, then walk in.

His office is at the end of the locker hallway, past the JV wrestling bulletin board and a trash can that always smells like absolute ass.

His chin is sunken into a folder and he’s tapping a chewed pencil against his jaw. 

The room hasn’t changed since my freshman year. Shelves packed with trophies, a faded blue-and-gold pennant pinned above the phone, electrolyte bottles in the corner, half-empty.

Doesn’t make coming in here any easier. I’ve never been called in for a good reason.

The silence makes my neck itch. So I scratch it and look around. My eyes stop on the framed retired jersey above his head.

Coach looks up, pinching the bridge of his nose.

I lower onto the visitor chair. The leather creaks. My knees almost touch his desk. Nowhere to move.

He looks me over, his large hand covering the bottom half of his face.

“You know what this is, Holloway?” he says.

I glance at the paper.

There’s my name, some averages, and circled in black are bold red letters. “Current average, forty-two percent. Student is in danger of failing course.”

My stomach knots. The walls of the room seem to tilt a degree.

“A progress report.”

Coach’s eyes are still, no flickering. “I can see that.” He’s mumbling, only using a portion of his voice. I wonder what it would sound like if he used it at full strength.

Thunder, I’m guessing.

“What I want to know is why my star goalie, a kid with a full ride to Brookstone, pulls a forty-two in calculus.” He folds his hands and waits.

I stare at the floor. The linoleum has a dark blue dot by my foot, probably ink. “I’m handling it.”

Coach grunts. “You are not handling it. You’re barely passing stats, you tanked English, and now you’re failing this. What’s going on? We’ve been through this once before. I thought—”

“Nothing.” I keep my hands on my thighs, fingers digging at the fabric. 

He leans back. The chair creaks. He never yells. Never gets dramatic. He just waits, makes someone want to implode on themselves.

“Nothing,” he repeats. “You know—”

The phone at the edge of his desk rings. He holds a finger up and then pushes the speaker phone button.

“Davidson.”

A man’s voice comes through the speaker, too loud and too eager. “Coach, Gerald Moss with the Minnesota Wild. Just following up on our conversation about Holloway. Wanted to schedule a time to chat with him before the draft talks heat up in—”

Coach’s finger jabs the button. The line cuts.

He doesn’t look at me. Just stares at the phone, brow creased.

“You know what a forty-two means?” His voice drops lower.

I don’t say anything. 

“It means you don’t play in the game coming up if you don’t get a decent grade on your next quiz. Means you might not graduate... again if you can’t get it together. It means calls like that don’t mean anything.”

My throat tightens. I open my mouth but nothing comes out.

The phone rings again.

Coach’s hand clenches on the armrest. He punches the speaker button.

“Davidson.”

“Hey Coach, this is Leighton from Prep Hockey Weekly.” The guy sounds like he’s reading off a script. “We’re doing a feature on top goalie prospects and your starting goalie, Jett Holloway, is at the top of our list. Any chance we could grab fifteen minutes with him this week for—”

“Email me.” Coach’s knuckles are white around the receiver.

“Sure, but we’re on deadline and I just need—”

Coach hits the button harder than necessary and the line goes dead.

His jaw is moving, face crumpled as he sighs.

“If you’re having problems, why didn’t you say something?” He leans forward. “You don’t graduate, no Brookstone... again. No Coach Frazier. No NHL career.”

The words hit like a slap shot to the chest.

Before I can answer, the phone rings a third time.

Coach closes his eyes. His hand hovers over the receiver. For a second, I think he’s going to rip the cord out of the wall.

He hits the speaker button again.

“Davidson.”

“Coach, Dan Reilly from Brookstone.” This voice is smoother, more polished. “Quick question about Holloway’s spring schedule. We’re trying to coordinate with a few scouts who want to see him before—”

“I’ll call you back.” Coach’s voice is flat.

“No problem, I just wanted to touch base on—”

Coach presses the button mid-sentence.

He stares at the phone. Then at me. His shoulders drop.

“Almost every day.” He drags a hand down his face. “Someone dropping by to leave a card. Calling. Emailing. Wanting a statement, an interview, some piece of you.” He taps the progress report. “You have a bright future, Holloway. But you gotta keep pushing. And that means handling your business in the classroom, not just on the ice.”

My jaw locks up.

Coach leans forward, elbows to desk.

“I’ll get it up.”

Coach frowns, like he expected that. “How?”

“I’ll study.”

“You’ve been studying. Isn’t this the same class that held you back last year?”

I stare at the paper, the numbers blurring, circling.

“Look at me,” Coach says.

I sit up and stretch my back, lifting my eyes.

His are gray, his hair trimmed like he’s still in the service. He has crow’s feet that dig all the way to his ears. It’s hard to look at him when he has that glare in his eyes.

“I’m going to fix it.” I drop my eyes again.

“I’m serious, Holloway. I’ll bench you ‘til you get your grade’s up.”

My head snaps up.

“What?” My voice goes up an octave at the end. “You can’t—”

“I can. And I will.” Coach’s brow creases. “You think I’m going to watch you throw away a full ride because you’re too stubborn to ask for help? And I’ll be damned if you stay at this academy another year. You’re too talented. Too dedicated for this.”

My throat tightens.

I want to argue. Want to say I don’t need help. That I’ll figure it out on my own.

But the truth is, I’ve been trying to figure it out since I got in the damn class. And my grade keeps dropping.

“Fine.” I grit my teeth, brow creased.

“Good.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Coach’s voice changes and I look at him, my face relaxing. “You’re a good kid, Holloway. Smart, whether you believe or not. Talented. You’ve got a future most kids would kill for.”

I stand.

“And straighten up that goddamn uniform.”

One side of my mouth twitches as I pull on my blue blazer and pull up my pants.

* * *
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Owen is waiting when I turn the corner. He’s slouched against the locker bank, half-hidden by his backpack and a parka that looks like it’s made from either wool or fur. Either way, I bet I could sell it and stock the fridge for the rest of the month.

His phone is out but he’s not looking at it. Instead, he’s watching me, eyes narrowed.

“So?” Owen says. “What’d Coach want?”

Damn. Nosy fucker.

I put my head down and keep moving. “Nothing.”

Owen peels off the lockers and falls into step beside me, cool. “Bullshit. Davidson doesn’t call you in for nothing. Did he bust you for skipping weights last week?”

“No,” I say. “He doesn’t care.”

“Then what?” Owen’s voice gets louder. “You seem like you want to punch someone. Then again... that’s how you always seem, so could be nothing.”

I pull the report from my pocket, crumple it, and shove it deep into my bag. “I said nothing.”

Owen whistles. “You’re in a bad mood. So he definitely said something to you.”

“He might bench me, that’s all.” I shrug.

“Damn, man. That’s... bad. What do you mean ‘that’s all’?”

We cut past the gym doors. Three sophomore girls are huddled by the water fountain. One of them looks up. Her eyes go wide and she elbows her friend. They all turn to stare.

I keep walking.

The blonde one opens her mouth like she’s going to say something.

I look at her. Just for a second. Just enough to let her see my face.

She snaps her mouth shut. All three of them pivot back to the fountain like they’re suddenly fascinated by the water pressure.

My jaw clenches.

“Easy,” Owen mutters.

A guy from the wrestling team is coming down the hall toward us. Ryan something. He lifts his hand in a wave, grinning. “Yo, Holloway, that save in the third period last week was—”

I walk past him.

He’s still talking but I’m already ten feet away.

Owen glances back. “Sorry, man. He forgot to take his cup off during English. Makes him cranky.”

I hear Ryan almost laugh, then it fades away.

Owen jogs to catch up. “You could at least pretend you heard him.”

“Why?”

“Because he was trying to be nice.”

“I don’t care.”

The hallway opens up near the main stairwell. 

More people. Great.

Some drama kids are setting up a prop tree, chess club’s packing up their boards, a couple of teachers’re standing outside the faculty lounge.

Every single person looks at me.

Some of them wave. Some just stare. One of the drama guys nudges his friend and points.

I keep my eyes forward. Keep walking.

Mr. Harrison steps out of the faculty lounge, coffee in hand. Our eyes lock and his face lights up. “Holloway! Hey!”

I slow down. Can’t ignore a teacher.

He crosses the hall, grinning. “Hell of a game Friday night. That glove save in overtime? Unreal.”

“Thanks.” I shift my bag higher on my shoulder.

“Only a few more games till championship, right? You guys are on fire this year.”

“Yeah.”

“Brookstone’s getting a good one.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Keep it up, kid.”

“Will do.” I’m already moving before he finishes.

Owen catches up again. We push through the side doors into the breezeway. The cold hits my face and I breathe it in.

“You know,” Owen says, “most people would kill to have everyone notice them.”

“Most people are idiots.”

He laughs. “Fair.”

We cut across the quad. Two junior girls are sitting on the bench by the flagpole. One of them looks my way and elbows the other. They both stare. One of them waves.

I don’t wave back.

“I can’t wait to get out of here,” I say.

Owen glances at me. “Hampton?”

“All of it. This school. This town. Everyone acting like they know me because I stop pucks.”

“They’re just excited. You’re the best thing to happen to Hampton hockey in, like, ever.”

“I don’t want to be the best thing to happen to Hampton anything.” My hands tighten on my bag straps. “I just want to play. That’s it. No teachers stopping me in the hall. No girls staring. No random guys trying to talk to me about saves I made a week ago.”

Owen’s quiet for a second. Then, “Brookstone’s gonna be different?”

“Yeah. Everyone there is into hockey. I’ll just be another player. Another goalie. No one’s gonna give a shit that I’m from some small town in the middle of nowhere.”

“You think that’s true?”

I shove through the heavy double doors into the parking lot. The cold almost makes me shiver. “I hope so.”

Owen doesn’t say anything else. We walk the rest of the way in silence.

My truck is two rows over, an ancient Dodge truck with duct-taped mirrors and a cracked rear window.

Owen’s car is newer, something his stepdad picked out. He doesn’t act like he cares, though. He pauses, keys in his hand.

“You doing anything tomorrow afternoon?” Owen says.

I stop, bag digging into my shoulder. “No. Why?”

“Couple of us are driving out to Lincoln. Open ice time.”

Lincoln. College rink. Not my territory.

I scoff, shifting my eyes, my face twisting slightly. “Why do you keep asking me that? That’s where you’re going, not me. I’m going to Brookstone. I don’t care what anyone says.”

Owen stares at me, a slow smile appearing on his face. He nods. “Yeah. I know. But better ice. Change of scenery. Could train harder, playing with actual college-level hockey players.”

I frown. “I don’t care.”

“Maybe you should,” Owen smirks. “When’s the last time you did anything fun?”

“I have fun.” I glare at him.

He shakes his head. “Hockey doesn’t count.”

“It’s all I need.”

For a minute, the only sound is cars firing up, guys yelling from across the lot. Owen’s breath fogs out in clouds, disappearing as fast as it shows up.

“Yeah, well. I bet college hockey players don’t give a shit who you are.”

I stare at the academy campus.

He opens his car door.  “Just think about it, man. Tomorrow, three o’clock. I’ll save you a seat in the carpool.”

“Fine. I’ll think about it.”

“That’s a yes.”

“It’s a maybe.”

* * *
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Why the fuck did I agree to this?

Lincoln’s rink is a different world. Hampton’s rink is cold and gray, paint peeling, the walls sweating in winter. Lincoln’s is almost a stadium, glass and steel, walls lined with trophy cases that double as mirrors. There’s a digital scoreboard and spotlights. And it smells clean, not musty.

Looks like there’s a practice session wrapping up.

People are sitting around in the benches, watching practice maybe. The girls to my left are loud. A group of guys near the doors are arguing, voices bouncing off the rafters. I catch the word “bracket,” then “bullshit,” then “playoffs” and tune it out.

Owen moves through the people toward me. “See? Told you. Place is sick.”

I keep my hand tight on the strap of my gear bag. “It’s a rink.”

He elbows me, almost knocking the bag off my shoulder. “You’re impossible to impress.”

He’s right, but he’s also full of shit. 

But he’s not wrong.

The ice here is smoother, the glass newer. Even the lines painted under the surface are whiter. I let myself want it, for a second.

A voice calls from behind. “Owen!”

We both turn. A girl pushes through the crowd, waving. She’s got a Lincoln hoodie two sizes too big and hair pulled into a glossy, swinging ponytail. She’s the type of pretty that’s on social media. She has long, dark hair, a button nose, big brown eyes and tawny-colored skin.

“Oh my god. She’s so fucking hot. I have a class with her. I hope she’s not about to blast me for staring at her tits during class.” Owen gulps and perks up. “Hey! Uh—” He fumbles.

She beams. “McKenna. We have bio together?”

He laughs. “Right. Sorry. I’m the worst with names.”

I glare at the ceiling.

This dude.

McKenna’s smile flashes. “Are you coming to the Valentine’s thing? They’re doing some kind of... I don’t know, it’s a fundraiser, but everyone brings a date, there’s food, all the upperclassmen go. You should come.” She glances at me and then away, no expression, just like me.

Owen gives a sheepish shrug. “I might. Still figuring out plans. Are you going?”

She cocks her head, hair swinging. “Yeah. Would you want to go? With me?” The words are fast, but her eyes are steady.

Owen’s ears go red. “Uh. Yeah. Sure. I’d like that.”

McKenna digs in her bag, pulls out her phone. “Here. I’ll get your number?”

He fumbles for his own, types it in, and they both grin at the screen for a second.

She waves again, “See you in bio,” then spins off into the crowd, already tapping at her phone.

Owen watches her go, then turns back, his lips pressed together so hard, poorly hiding his grin.

I keep my face blank. “Smooth.”

He bumps my arm. “Shut up.”

“You didn’t know her name.”

“She’s hot, right?”

“If you say so.”

He eyes me. “You don’t think she’s hot?”

I pick at the strap on my bag, the canvas digging into my palm. “I don’t think about girls.”

Owen gives a short laugh. “That’s not healthy, man.”

“I think about hockey.”

“Also not healthy.”

I shrug. It’s the only thing that’s ever made sense.

We cut through the lobby, down the hallway to the locker rooms. There are college banners on every wall, Lincoln Leopards. On the left, a glass case displays old jerseys and a puck with a plaque under it. “State Champs, 2011.” The place is like a shrine.

I try to block out the noise. I want to get on the ice and be away from the crowd, away from the reminders of everything I don’t have. Even the air in here is different, heavier.

Before I can say anything else, there’s a sudden impact, sharp and solid, like a check against the boards. I stumble and a notebook flies past my feet, pages splaying out over the rubber mat. Pens scatter everywhere.

A girl hits the deck in front of me, landing hard on both knees. There’s a crash of paper, a weird squeak, and then she looks up.

Her mouth opens, then closes. She’s blinking up at me, cheeks flushed.

“Wow... That’s... Hard...”

We stare at each other for a moment. 

Her glasses are crooked.

Her lips are really glossy.

Isn’t that excessive?

She shakes her head. “Oh my god.” She pats her head on both sides. “I’m so sorry.”

Her hair’s a mess, curls going everywhere, and she’s scrambling to scoop up her notes before the wind tunnel in the hallway carries them off.

I drop my bag and crouch down. My knee clicks, the cold coming through my jeans.

She’s talking a mile a minute. “I wasn’t looking where I was going, which is so typical, I’m always running into people, you’d think I’d learn, but here I am, sorry—”

I snatch a pen before it rolls under the vending machine and hand it to her. She almost fumbles it again, but this time our fingers brush.

She freezes, then snatches her hand away. “Sorry. Again.”

“It’s fine.” I straighten my bag over my shoulder. “You didn’t hurt me.”

She looks up. Her eyes are big, brown, and impossible to read. Her glasses are still crooked, one arm bent from the fall.

She straightens them and clears her throat. “I’m late for my shift. Like, incredibly late.”

I don’t say anything as I rise to my feet, still holding some of her papers.

She stands and dusts off her knees. She’s shorter than I thought, maybe five-four.

She reaches out toward my chest. I glance down. There’s some type of fuzz on it. She wipes it away, but keeps wiping even after it’s gone. The final time, she stops herself. “Yeah. Really... hard.” Her eyes pop up from where her hand was. “Sorry.”

She starts stuffing everything into her tote bag. It’s got a cartoon whale on it, and the canvas is ink-stained at the corners.

I extend my hand toward her to give her the papers. She glances at me, then at them, then at me again.

“Here.”

“Thanks.” She looks at the ground. “I-I should go. I’m Penny, by the way.” Her voice is softer now and her cheeks are redder. Her breath hitches. “Oh. You don’t care.” She pauses and takes a tiny step back, snapping her mouth shut. “I didn’t mean to say that either. It’s not like you have to care. Or that you do... or don’t. I mean people introduce themselves all the time. I—”

“Jett.” I don’t know why it came out like a question. Like I don’t know who I am.

She smiles, then her eyes go back to my chest. She lifts them and they widen.

“Okay.” Her voice is high-pitched. “Bye.”

I watch her. She holds her bag tight to her chest, then edges past.

She has a walk, like a princess or something.

I should stop staring but I can’t think to do anything else.

She hauls her bag onto a counter and some papers fall. She scrambles to get them and I can just barely hear her say, “Now stay. Don’t make a move,” as she stands with her hands hovering over the papers on the counter.

One side of my mouth twitches, almost making it to a smirk.

“Well, well, well...”

My shoulders fall and I glare over at Owen. “What?”

He shakes his head. “I think you almost smiled.”

“Fuck you.”
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Chapter Two
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Penny

I draw a row of tiny triangles along the edge of my notebook. 

The lecture has moved on from limits to derivatives, but all I can think about is my entire body slamming into that guy, like he was a bumper car with legs. A really sexy bumper car.

I’m supposed to be taking notes, but my pen’s hovering over the page.

He should be a cover model or something.

He was so hot. Like, unbelievably, the most unfairly attractive guy I’ve ever seen in real life.

Not like, movie star attractive. Not pretty. Just... intense and beautiful. 

Tall. Blond. Blue eyes the color of ice.

His face has sharp angles, and he has this energy that makes the air around him feel different.

And then I word-vomited all over him.

Why did I say I had a meeting? That’s not until later.

I hate how I talk to guys, but...

Lydia jabs my arm with the eraser end of her pencil.

“You’re drooling.”

“I am not.” I swipe my thumb over my chin, just in case.

Professor Campbell scrapes a stub of chalk across the board, the lines of the equation slanting at an angle. “And if you can tell me the answer, you’ll get a gold star for the day, which is still not worth a point, so save your gloating, Mr. Myers.”

The front row laughs. I put my head down, trying to trace the shadow of Lydia’s curls as they bounce. She always sits with her chair kicked back on two legs.

“You’re doing it again,” she says, lower this time. “But it kind of looks like you’re looking at me.”

“You have very symmetrical hair,” I whisper.

“You’re lying. You’re terrible at that. So you’re either thinking about one of the guys in your books or you’re thinking about Arima.”

My hand tightens around my mechanical pencil. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lydia pops a gum bubble. “You’ve been humming since class started.”

I make a noise in my throat. “I was thinking about the derivative of exponential functions.”

“That make you horny?”

Professor Campbell’s head tilts, eyes in our direction. I freeze. She draws a circle around the answer, then pivots to face the class.

“Miss Macklin. Could you explain why we get this result?”

The words tangle together in my mouth, but I force them out as I rise to my feet even though she didn’t ask me to stand up. “Because as the function approaches infinity, the slope of the tangent line grows without bound, which, uh, reflects the exponential nature of the function.”

“Good.” Campbell nods. She’s never impressed, but she never stops smiling, either. She looks like a mom with those glasses and like she might have a wild side.

She nods once and I plop down in my chair with a sigh.

I gaze down at my notebook but I don’t see the lines or the doodles I made. It’s still the guy in my head. All I can see are his eyes.

Professor Campbell says something. I hear her voice but that’s about it.

“Hey.” Lydia pushes my arm and I look up.

She’s already standing with her backpack over her shoulders.

“You sure you’re okay? You seem off. Class is dismissed.”

“I’m fine. Just tired.”

“If you say so.” She adjusts her bag. “I’ve got to run to my next class. Text me later?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

She heads out with the rest of the students.

I gather my things.

“Ms. Macklin?”

I look up. Professor Campbell is standing at the front of the room, laptop bag over her shoulder.

“Y-yes?”

“Do you have a minute? I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Sure. Is everything okay?”

“More than okay.” She smiles. “I was looking at the tutoring schedule and we’re getting swamped with requests. I like to give my best tutors first dibs on new assignments before I post them publicly. Are you interested in taking on a few more students?”

“Oh.” I adjust my backpack. “Um, yeah. Probably? How many is a few?”

“Two or three. Pre-cal, intro-calc level, so nothing you haven’t covered. I know you’re busy with student council and work, but the pay is good and you can set your own hours.” She pulls out her phone, scrolling. “Actually, if you want to come by my office after lunch, we can go through the requests? I have about fifteen minutes before my next meeting.”

“Sure. Yeah. That works.”

“Perfect. See you around one?”

“See you then.”

* * *
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Professor Campbell’s office is in the math building, third floor. I take the stairs because the elevator always smells like someone’s leftover lunch, and arrive exactly at 1:02.

Close enough. She’s not here anyway.

There’s a bench outside her door. I sit, pulling out my phone to review my work schedule. I’m at the rink from five to nine tonight. Tomorrow I’m off. Thursday...

A sandalwood scent and warmth come around me, making my body shiver.

I look up.

Oh no.

Haruki Arima is walking down the hallway toward me, and now I can’t move.

He’s a senior. I know this because, well, going to Lincoln University, you have to know who he is. He’s basically campus royalty. He wears shades all the time, even if there’s no sun. He always has on a black leather jacket and a band tee underneath and combat boots. He rides a motorcycle and has tattoos.

Everyone calls him Arima.

He’s got black hair that catches almost brown in the light, pushed back from his face in that way that looks effortless but probably takes product.

He looks like he walked out of the kind of book I read late at night and don’t tell anyone about.

So hot.

A flash of Jett runs through my mind.

I wonder what he’d look like in a leather jacket.

Arima sits down beside me.

“Ms. Campbell late again?” He turns to face me.

It takes me a moment to get my words out and my cheeks are warm.

“Hi.” My voice comes out higher than normal. “I didn’t... I mean, I’m not... Do you have an appointment with Professor Campbell?”

“Yeah.” He leans back. One side of his perfect mouth quirks upward. “And who are you? I mean your name. I’ve seen you around, but... I’m terrible with names.”

“Oh. I’m Penny.”

He’s not gonna remember. I’ve already told him like five times.

Great. The guy I’ve been crushing on since last semester doesn’t even know I’m alive. Perfect.

“I don’t... I mean, I’m just... I’m an education major. Elementary Ed. Specializing in mathematics.” I snap my mouth shut. “You didn’t ask that.”

“That’s okay. Keep going. Elementary Ed. What else?”

I pause, mouth moving but no words coming out at first. “So it’s not like I’m doing anything fancy with the math, I just need it for—”

“That’s cool. Little kids need good math teachers. Most of mine were terrible.” Arima’s grin widens.

“Right...” I stare at the portion of his tattoo that’s visible. The rest is hidden by his shirt. I look down at his hands and he’s taking off his motorcycle gloves.

Jett’s face flashes in my mind.

Does he ride a motorcycle? Have tattoos?

Does it matter? He and Arima are like night and day. 

Does Jett... Jett... Now that I’m thinking about it, that’s a cool name. Does he play hockey or was he at the rink with that guy? I’ve seen him a few times, but I don’t think he goes to Linc—

“Uh-huh.” Arima’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts. “You sure you’re okay? You look kind of flushed.”

“I’m fine. Just... it’s warm in here. The building always overheats.”

The building is perfectly temperature-controlled.

Professor Campbell walks by and opens her office door. “Are you two going to sit out here all day? I have another meeting in fifteen minutes. Come on.”

She disappears inside.

Arima rises to his feet. “After you.”

I stand up too fast. My backpack slides off my shoulder. I catch it, adjust it, try to look like a person who has basic motor control.

We follow Professor Campbell inside.

* * *
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That wasn’t so bad. Arima did most of the talking. I roll my eyes as I approach the classroom in the main building where the student council meetings are held.

It always smells like dry erase markers.

I slide into my usual seat near the back. Not quite hiding, but not front-row-eager either. Middle ground. Safe.

Madalyn Carr arrives exactly on time in heels, a mini skirt, and the cutest sweater I’ve ever seen. I look like I’m her frumpy assistant. But it’s cold. Oversized sweaters and argyle-printed leggings with boots is comfy and warm.

I don’t have an excuse for why I didn’t fix my hair. I kind of forgot about it actually. But hers is perfect, large red curls down her back. I try to brush back some of my own. She sets her designer bag on the table and smiles at everyone.

It doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Alright, let’s get started. We have a lot to cover today.” She pulls up the agenda on her laptop, projecting it onto the wall. “First item, Valentine’s Day fundraiser. The venue is booked. It’s going to be on campus. Catering is finalized, and ticket sales open next week.”

I pull out my notebook and write Valentine’s fundraiser.

Then I draw a tiny heart next to it.

Valentine’s Day. Everyone else will be on dates and having fun with friends. I’ll be pretending to dress up in sexy lingerie and curling up with a good book, like every other year.

I try not to smile too big. It might draw attention.

“We’re doing the formal format again,” Madalyn continues. “Everyone brings a date, we do the dinner and dancing thing, all proceeds go to the children’s hospital. Same as last year.”

“Are we doing the photo booth again?” someone asks. “That was really popular.”

“Already booked.” Madalyn makes a note. “Okay, so I’m going to go around the table. Let’s talk dates. Anna, you’re bringing Tyler, right?”

Anna nods. “Yeah, he already asked off work and they don’t have practice that day.”

“Perfect. Jen?”

“Michael from my bio class asked me.” Jen grins. “I said yes. But I kind of wish it was a hot hockey player like Anna.” She grins at her.

There is a quiet laugh and Madalyn continues around the table.

Everyone has someone. Boyfriends, guys from their classes, friends-who-are-definitely-more-than-friends. Hot hockey players.

Jett’s face flashes in my mind.

The circle is getting smaller.

Madalyn’s eyes shift toward me and I sit up.

Please skip me. Please skip me. Please—

“Penny.”

Damn it.

I look up. “Yeah?”

“Are you bringing someone?” She tilts her head and narrows her eyes. 

I hate the smile she has on her face. Bitch.

“Oh... I wasn’t planning on going.”

Her eyes widen slightly and one side of her mouth lifts higher. “So, in other words, you don’t have a date.”

The other girls laugh quietly.

My eyes dart around at the pressed-together lips and covered mouths.

“It’s not that. I just... I haven’t decided yet.”

“You made the decision when you wanted to be on student council. You have to at least be at every event. So you can either come with someone or solo. We’ll excuse you from the ‘date’ thing, like we have before.” She flutters her lashes and folds her arms over her chest. “You’re a math tutor, right? I’m sure you can find someone.”

There’s more laughter. It’s less quiet this time.

“Yeah. I’m sure some desperate asshole is willing to go out with you for one night,” someone says.

“Or just ask Arima. He’s a tutor too.” This from Jen, grinning. “As long as you promise to suck his dick or give him some ass afterwards, he’d pretty much take anyone out on a date.”

Everyone at the table is laughing now, except Madalyn.

My chest tightens.

I know he has somewhat of a reputation. But is it really that bad?

She scoffs and waves her hand. “Yeah right. He may be community dick but he’s not desperate enough to do charity work.”

There’s even more laughter. Louder this time.

––––––––
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My jaw hurts from clenching. “I don’t need charity and I don’t have to find someone.”

“Has Penny ever brought anybody to our events?” This from Ashley, two seats down.

Madalyn jumps in before I can respond. “Of course she has. Right, Penny? I mean, she’s a freshman for god’s sake. There’s gotta be at least one guy who’s hit on her.”

The laugh that follows is definitely not friendly.

My face is hot and my heart is beating fast.

I hate them sometimes. Why does it matter if I’m not going to have fun? This is so stupid. My lips quiver and tears prick at the corners of my eyes.

I don’t even like being on student council. I only wanted to be on it to find a boyfriend, same as why I wanted to work at the rink. I don’t care about hockey, nor do I know anything about it. That’s more of my brother’s thing.

But he always had hockey friends, and they were always hot.

But they never... 

It may be shallow, but I either wanted to find a hot hockey guy or a hot guy who was actually kind and smart.

I guess I’d have to actually talk to guys or not completely tank and lose some of my motor and verbal skills when they talk to me to be able to succeed at that.

It’s way easier to curl up with a book and let the guys on the pages work their magic.

Real life isn’t quite that simple.

I should just say no. Say I’m going alone. Or better yet, double down on the not going at all, let them kick me off. What do I care? About Madalyn getting to stand there all perfect and smug while everyone laughs like the idea of me having a date is hilarious.

That this happens every single time. Every event, every meeting, every group project where people pair off and I’m left standing there like the human equivalent of a forgotten puzzle piece.

The words come out before I can stop them.

Fuck them.

“I told you I don’t need to find someone.” My voice comes out sharp.

The laughter and whispering stops. All eyes on me.

Madalyn blinks. “What?”

“Yes. I’m bringing someone, if I just have to come.”

“Really?” Her arms drop. “Who?”

Yeah, who?

My heartbeat is in my ears now, but I keep my breathing steady.

But everyone’s staring and I can’t be the girl who lied about having a date. That’s somehow worse than not having one.

“My boyfriend.”

Too late.

“Your boyfriend.” Madalyn says it slowly, like she’s testing the words. “You have a boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Funny. You’ve never mentioned a boyfriend before.”

Because I don’t have one.

“We’ve been...” I swallow. “Seeing each other. For a few weeks.”

“Uh-huh.” Madalyn crosses her arms again. “And what’s his name?”

No. No no no. If I give a name, they can look him up. They’ll find out he doesn’t exist.

“He’s...” Think, Penny. Think. “He’s a hockey player.”

Why did I say that?

Madalyn’s eyebrows lift higher. “A hockey player?”

“Yeah.”

“For Lincoln?”

If I say yes, they’ll know I’m lying. 

“He plays hockey,” I say carefully. “That’s all I’m saying. You’ll meet him at the fundraiser.”

“Interesting.” Madalyn stares at me with no expression. “I’m looking forward to it.”

The way she says it makes my stomach drop.

“Me too.” I force a smile that doesn’t want to be forced. It’s refusing to lift.

There, a twitch. Good enough.

* * *
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What did I just do?

I walk fast, weaving through the people in the quad.

I left the meeting as soon as it was over. I couldn’t risk being asked any more questions.

I glance around, trying to put distance between me and that meeting room.

The quad is packed with students. Sitting on benches, drinking hot drinks, standing around talking about how cold it is, when they could just go inside any of the buildings on campus. 

Normal college things.

My phone buzzes. Probably Lydia asking if I want to get dinner. I ignore it.

four weeks. I have four weeks to produce a boyfriend.

No. Not just a boyfriend.

A hockey player boyfriend.

I stop walking, standing in the middle of the path while people flow around me like I’m a rock in a stream.

Okay. Think.

Do I know anyone who could pretend to be my boyfriend for one night? Anyone who plays hockey? I mean that I could actually talk to. 

I tutored a handful of players last semester, but from lots of different sports. Only a few from hockey and I think one of them already had a girlfriend.

My shoulders drop. 

I run through my mental list of friends. Lydia. That’s asking too much. Rachel from work. Nope. That guy from my education seminar. We’ve spoken like twice and I’m pretty sure he has a girlfriend. The barista at the campus coffee shop who sometimes gives me extra foam. No way.

What about a cousin? Could I pass off a cousin as a boyfriend? Is that ethically wrong? Morally? Felix. My brother. He loves hockey. Probably would jump at the chance to pretend to be an actual player. But I’d owe him big and he’d never let me live it down.

Nope. Too risky. Someone might know him, or recognize him from my social media. Madalyn would definitely look.

Friend of a friend?

I don’t have enough friends to have friends-of-friends who play hockey.

I start walking again, slower this time. My bag is heavy on my shoulder. There’s a test in my education class next week I should be studying for.

Movement catches my eye. The sound of an engine, way too loud for the quad.

I look up.

Arima is riding his motorcycle across the grass, weaving between groups of students, grinning like he’s having the time of his life.

A security guard is running after him. “GET THAT BIKE OFF THE QUAD! And wear the damn helmet. It’s not just for decoration.”

Arima waves and keeps going.

I stop walking again.

Arima.

I could ask him.

He’s hot. He’s charming. He clearly enjoys breaking rules, so maybe fake dating is right up his alley. Maybe it would even be fun for him. Maybe... it doesn’t have to be fake. I do like him. And I’m not exactly opposed to giving up a little ass if that’s all it takes to secure a date. Worth the story.

And he was flirting with me earlier. Wasn’t he? I’m pretty sure he was. Plus, it might turn into something real.

He rides past me, shooting me a two-finger wave and a half-smile.

My chest tingles, then immediately sinks.

I said hockey player.

Arima doesn’t play hockey. He rides a motorcycle and probably knows where all the cool underground music venues are. He’s hot in a completely different way.

But he has a friend who plays football.

My shoulders fall.

Which is still not hockey.

Madalyn specifically asked if my boyfriend plays for Lincoln. I dodged the question, but she’ll be watching. If I show up with someone who’s obviously not a hockey player, she’ll know I lied.

There’s also the tiny fact that every time me and Arima talk, I become a bumbling idiot and can’t remember enough words to carry on a real conversation.

Damn it.

I watch Arima disappear around the corner of the science building, security guard still chasing him.

Okay. New plan.

Jett.

That’s such a cute name. I mean, so is Arima. Both of them are unique. But... Jett.

He had a gear bag. So he probably plays, right?

But for who?

He definitely doesn’t play for Lincoln. I would’ve seen him. Our team practices Tuesday and Thursday evenings, and I work most of those shifts.

Maybe he plays for another school? Or a club team?

Or maybe he really was just there with that guy and doesn’t actually play at all.

Someone bumps my shoulder. “Excuse you,” they mutter.

Oh, I’m standing in the middle of the quad, staring at nothing, while people walk around me.

I move to the side, find an empty bench, and sit.

Here’s what I know about Jett. He’s tall, blond, amazing blue eyes. But he doesn’t smile. Doesn’t talk a lot. Or maybe he does. He just didn’t seem like he did. But he has really nice hands. A little rough but what girl doesn’t like a guy with big, rough hands?

Still. That’s not a lot to work with.

And I can’t exactly ask around about him. “Hey, does anyone know a tall blond guy named Jett who might play hockey?” That would get back to Madalyn in about thirty seconds and the whole boyfriend thing would be dead in the water.

This is hopeless.

Unless he shows up again. To practice.
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Chapter Three 
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Jett

The lights in Hampton High’s main hallway buzz overhead. I adjust my backpack strap and fall into step beside Owen as we head toward the exit.

“Lincoln or Marco’s?” Owen asks, referencing the pizza place where half the team usually ends up after early dismissal days.

“Lincoln.” I don’t even have to think about it. The rink at Lincoln is bigger, the ice is better maintained, and the college players actually present a challenge. “We don’t have practice here until six anyway.”

“Figured.” Owen grins. “Either you enjoyed playing with the college guys or... you wanna see that sexy nerd rink assistant again. Glasses are hot to me too.”

My stomach muscles tighten. Weird. They release, and I glare at Owen. “I like improving my reflexes. Plus, they don’t treat me like some sort of celebrity.”

“But they do know who you are.”

A sharp smack hits the back of my head. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough to piss me off.

I spin around. Colson Bradley stands there with that cocky smirk plastered across his baby face, hands shoved in his blazer pockets like he didn’t just commit a capital offense.

“The fuck was that for?” I growl.

“Wanted to see if you’d flinch.” His grin widens. “You didn’t. Goalie reflexes are getting better, old man.”

“Old man? I’m eighteen.”

“Ancient.” Colson falls into step on my other side, strutting like he owns the hallway. For a fourteen-year-old freshman, the kid has zero concept of personal safety. “So we going to Lincoln or what? I need to work on my wrist shot. That college goalie talks too much shit for someone who let me score twice last week.”

Owen laughs. “He let you score because you’re a child and he felt bad.”

“He let me score because I’m better than him.”

“You’re delusional,” I mutter, one side of my mouth twitching. Colson’s cocky as hell, but he backs it up on the ice. Kid’s going to be a nightmare when he actually grows into his frame.

“I’m realistic. There’s a diff—” Colson stops mid-word.

His entire body goes still. That motor-mouth freshman who never shuts up just... stops talking.

I follow his gaze across the hallway.

Two girls stand outside a classroom entrance. One of them has curly hair, honey-toned skin. She’s clutching her books to her chest. She’s talking to another girl with straight dark hair who looks bored.

“Who is she?” Owen asks.

“Summer Vaughn.” Colson’s voice is different. Softer. Almost reverent. “She’s a junior.”

“You like her?” Owen’s grin is crooked.

The question snaps Colson out of whatever trance he was in. His head whips toward us, cheeks flushing red. “What? No. I don’t... I mean... Shut up!” He stammers through it in a way I’ve never seen the cocky little shit act before.

I mean his cheeks are red. What is that?

Owen laughs loud.

Colson’s jaw tightens. “It’s not like that.”

But he turns right back around to look at her.

The corners of my mouth twitch.

The dark-haired girl, I’ve seen her around. Heard a few things too, but I can’t remember her name. She leans closer to Summer and says something. Her voice carries across the hallway.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
P
GRUMP

LAINE WATSON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





