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CHAPTER 1
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Nina Carson

“WE DON’T HAVE A GUEST room, but you can take my room. I’ll make do with the living room...”

My brother’s voice trailed off as he opened the apartment door and immediately pushed me back, blocking my view of whatever was happening inside.

Martin left me in the hallway and stepped into the apartment, closing the door and starting to argue with whoever was in there. I heard muffled footsteps and voices, and then the door opened again and a girl slipped out, her clothes wrinkled and askew.

The zipper on her skirt was still undone, as if she’d dressed in a hurry.

The girl looked at me with contempt and headed down the hall to the elevator without a word. I’d seen her around campus before; she was one of the so-called “skater-girls.” If she was here, and it wasn’t with my brother, it could only be with his roommate, whom I despised.

Declan Fischer made a point of bringing every girl from the university back to the apartment. If he tried a little harder, in a few days there wouldn’t be a single girl left who hadn’t passed through his bed.

I sighed, rolled my eyes, and opened the door, already knowing what was going on, because I wasn’t an idiot.

“I told you Nina was coming today,” my brother yelled at his idiot friend.

“When did you say that? Guess I wasn’t paying attention,” Declan asked, opening the fridge door with disinterest.

He had his back to us and was wearing only his underwear, not caring that he was parading his body around. The last time I’d seen Declan in his underwear, we were teenagers and he didn’t have nearly this many muscles—not that I cared, because they weren’t impressive anyway.

I bit my lip, trying to look anywhere in the living room that wasn’t his ass, until I found his pants thrown on the sofa, where the show we’d interrupted must have been taking place.

Was I going to witness this scene every night? Declan fucking his way through the apartment with different girls whose names he probably didn’t even know?

It was so embarrassing.

An involuntary groan escaped me, wishing I were anywhere but here. I was tired and just wanted a place to lie down and forget I’d been kicked out of my sorority. If it weren’t for Martin, I’d be on the street right now, because my savings were too meager to cover an apartment, and I’d never ask my parents for help—they’d just find a way to destroy my dream and drag me back home.

I had to split my time between studying, training for competitions, and working at a diner near the university in the afternoons. But I always told my mom everything was fine, that my life in Boston was perfect and I was living my dream.

And I was, but I hadn’t imagined it would be this hard.

Most of the time, I was dozing off wherever I could. But if I wanted to survive university, I had to push through. My parents made me promise I’d get good grades and that skating wouldn’t interfere with my studies.

And now I didn’t even have a roof over my head, because I’d been impulsive enough to call the sorority president a “bitch.” Every time I remembered why, I wanted to hit myself.

“Good evening, little Nina.” Declan looked at me with false courtesy as he tipped a juice bottle to his mouth, reminding me of his irritating presence.

I pursed my lips, hating how his mocking voice sounded almost melodious and had the power to deeply annoy me for as long as I could remember.

Declan had always been present in my life. Besides being neighbors and my brother’s best friend, our parents were friends too, and he practically lived at my house.

At some point in my life, I’d admired him, but that changed when he revealed himself to be a complete asshole.

“Can’t say the same,” I replied, not hiding my bad mood.

Not that he cared. In fact, he enjoyed irritating me, and I believed Declan did it on purpose.

“You’re the ones who ruined my night. I should be the one who’s upset here,” he retorted, offended, pointing at his own chest.

“Oh, don’t trouble yourself. Want me to call her back? Although she did look relieved not to have to spend another minute with you.” I feigned false sympathy, pointing to the still-open door.

“Ah, she was enjoying it, I can assure you of that,” he boasted proudly.

I made a gagging face, feeling his blue eyes slowly scan my body, as if he wanted to provoke me with it.

“Have you shrunk a few inches since the last time I saw you, little Nina?”

He always did this. He’d insult my height because he knew it was my weak spot. I hated my five-foot-two frame and all the grief I’d gotten for being short.

“Maybe your dick shrank,” I retorted coldly, eliciting a dry cough from my brother and a look of surprised mockery from Declan.

“Nina!” Martin scolded me as if I’d gone too far.

“If you want to check, it’d be my pleasure.” He flashed an asshole grin, not seeming to be joking.

I wanted to grab the picture frame on the coffee table and throw it in his face, but it was of Martin with our dad, and I didn’t want to ruin the photo.

“Don’t talk to my sister like that, dickhead,” my brother huffed, rolling his eyes.

“She’s the one who brought up my dick.” He raised his hands in a gesture of innocence.

“It’s amazing how years go by and you two never grow up.”

“Years go by and Declan is still a dickhead.”

“Years go by and you still haven’t gotten over me. I must have been quite the first kiss,” he shot back, amused, closing the fridge.

Like I said: he went out of his way to make me hate him.

“On the contrary, it was so forgettable I can’t even remember it.”

“If you want a refresher, my bedroom door is at the end of the hall,” he taunted, surprising me with his audacity.

“Don’t hit on my sister, fuck. Not even as a joke.” Martin threw a cushion at his head.

“Don’t be silly, Martin. You know little Nina isn’t my type.” Declan gave a sarcastic smile and winked at me.

I flipped him off in response, which seemed to make him happy.

And then he disappeared down the hall, leaving me with a knot in my stomach. I didn’t know whether to be glad he said I wasn’t his type or pissed that he was putting me down.

“I’ll take your things to my room,” Martin said, pointing to my suitcase and backpack.

“I don’t want to be a bother, Martin. I think this was a terrible idea.” I let out a tired sigh, seriously considering sleeping on the street.

“Since when do you care about Declan’s bullshit?” He rolled his eyes.

“I can’t stand him. This apartment will become a war zone if I stay here.”

“Not if you two never cross paths. You’re only home at night, right?”

“Yeah, I get off work at eight.”

“Then it’s fine. Declan’s hardly ever home at night. Today was an exception. You won’t even have to look at each other,” he replied, almost relieved.

“Are you sure? I usually study at night, and I don’t want to deal with Declan and his hookups,” I grumbled, feeling queasy at the thought of having to listen to moaning around here.

My brother made a face, as if picturing the scene, then shook his head, running a hand through his brown hair.

“I don’t know what happened here today. Declan doesn’t usually bring girls back here because we respect each other’s privacy. I told him you were coming; maybe he just wanted to annoy you. I don’t know why the hell you two do this to each other.”

I simply didn’t want to believe he’d brought that girl here just because he knew I was coming. How far would Declan go to irritate me? What the fuck was his problem with me?

“And since when does Declan respect anyone? And I don’t want to talk about him anymore. I can take the couch, it’s fine.” I pointed to the three-seater brown sofa near us.

“Better not. You take my room.” He made a disgusted face at his imbecile friend’s pants, which were still there.

I don’t even want to imagine what we would have walked in on if we’d arrived a few minutes later.

“I won’t stay long, Martin. Just until I get back on my feet,” I said, heading down the hall.

“Stay as long as you need, you know you’re no bother. And having you here will mean I get to spend more time with you.”

I forced a smile for him and thanked him when he showed me his room. Martin had always been tidy, so it was a nice room, and I felt bad about making him sleep on the couch.

“Martin, Mom and Dad can’t know about this,” I warned before he left me alone.

“My lips are sealed. Get some rest, Nina. Tomorrow’s a new day.” He kissed my forehead before leaving me alone.

I really hoped he was right.
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CHAPTER 2
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Nina Carson

I WOKE UP EARLY THE next day, out of habit, and when I passed through the living room, my brother was still asleep. His mouth was hanging open, he was snoring in a deep sleep, and his large frame was almost sliding off the small sofa.

I felt a pang of guilt for taking his room; he’d probably wake up with his whole body aching, which could mess with his hockey training.

I picked up a corner of the blanket that had slipped off him and tucked it back around his shoulders, just to make myself feel a little better.

“Sleep well, little Nina? Though Martin’s bed isn’t as soft as mine.” I heard Declan’s voice and startled to find him leaning against the kitchen counter, holding what was probably a mug of coffee, watching me the whole time.

How had I not noticed him there?

My eyes swept over his bare chest, noting he seemed to enjoy parading around shirtless. Declan caught my glance and his expression was pure cynicism, as if he were provoking me on purpose.

“Don’t you own a shirt?” I asked, feigning indifference.

“Does my beauty offend you?” He pretended to be shocked.

I took in his blue eyes and messy black hair. Declan had a few freckles across his face that I’d once found attractive. I shouldn’t find them so anymore, because he was no good.

“Your lack of sense offends me.”

“Martin never minded me being shirtless around here,” he retorted, glancing at my brother in his deep slumber.

“I’m not Martin.”

“You’re definitely not. Martin’s taller.”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to ignore him and not let him ruin my day. Martin had made me believe this could work, so I’d try my hardest not to murder his best friend.

I walked into the kitchen and started making my own coffee under the idiot’s appraising stare. Declan watched my every move, even when I sat at the table to drink it.

“What do you want?” I asked, impatient and irritated by the scrutiny. I hated being evaluated.

“Need a ride? I’m heading to campus,” he asked casually, shrugging.

I always got up early to train before classes started, and it seemed Declan had the same idea.

But what surprised me was him offering me a ride.

“I’ll take the bus.”

“No need to double your commute just because my presence bothers you. I just want to treat my best friend’s sister right.”

“If you pretend I don’t exist, we’ll all be happy.”

“Impossible to pretend you don’t exist, especially when you turn red every time you see me. It’s intriguing,” he shot back, and I could see a faint smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

Of course he was enjoying my irritation.

I wasn’t going to retort, or we’d spend the whole morning arguing like two immature kids.

“Fine, I’ll take the ride, but only because I’m in a hurry.”

I left my mug in the sink, grabbed my backpack, and walked past Declan without another word. He just said “okay” and told me to wait while he got his things, seeming oddly pleased.

“So?” Declan asked once we were inside his Jeep. “What’d you do to get kicked out of the sorority?”

I already regretted accepting the ride, but I was running late, and Caleb, my partner, would kill me if I missed practice again.

Our pairs skating hadn’t been going well for months, and it was my fault. I’d been so tired, I wasn’t giving my best and it was hurting us both.

“Maybe I called Tiffany Lancaster a bitch,” I answered, staring out the window, not wanting to think about that particular problem.

“You called Tiffany Lancaster a bitch and you’re still alive to tell the tale? Wow, I’m impressed.” Declan let out a surprised, almost contagious laugh, which startled me.

“She wouldn’t do anything to me. She’d be afraid of breaking a nail.” I shrugged.

“She’ll ruin your reputation, you know.”

“I don’t have time for a reputation anyway.”

“That’s not what they’re saying.” His voice held a note of knowing things I didn’t.

“People don’t talk about me.” I frowned, shooting him a sidelong glance.

I was the reserved law student with no friends, sister to the college hockey team’s goalie. That didn’t make me famous; most people didn’t even know I existed. Even during my years in the sorority, I never really befriended the other girls. They were different from me, with different goals. I’d only gotten in because I did the chapter president’s homework—the same president who’d just kicked me out for no longer being useful.

“Maybe you just don’t notice because you walk around with a scowl, ignoring all us inferior beings,” Declan replied, drumming his hands on the steering wheel. “Everyone notices you, especially when you’re on your skates.”

He was bluffing. No one noticed me.

“I don’t walk around scowling,” I muttered.

“Oh, you definitely do. I passed you once and you didn’t even notice me, despite all my charm.” He pretended to be hurt.

“I don’t notice insignificant people.”

I expected some smartass comeback, but to my relief, Declan stayed silent until we reached the university.

He parked in the nearly empty lot—classes were still a few hours away—and I went to get out, but the door was still locked.

“Can you open the door?” I asked, already regretting this ride.

What was I thinking, getting in this guy’s car?

“What’s your problem with me?” Declan asked, all humor gone from his voice.

Silence hung between us. His demanding eyes on my face made me tense, reminding me of a past I’d rather forget.

“Open the door. I want to get out,” I repeated, trying in vain to push it open again.

“Answer me, Nina.”

“You know I detest you and all the reasons why. We don’t need to have this conversation now.”

“Time passes, people change. You can’t stay stuck in the past.” He rolled his eyes, but I heard the bitterness in his voice.

“Really. Some people change. I’m an example. You, I can’t say the same for. Still the same asshole as ever,” I retorted, and he frowned.

“I’m not a complete asshole. We’re sharing a roof. We need to raise a white flag for everyone’s sake.”

“Keep your white flag.”

“That’s a lot of pride for such a small body,” he huffed, lifting his team cap to scratch his head.

“And that’s a serious lack of brains for such a big head like yours. Leave me alone, Declan. If you pretend I don’t exist, I’ll be very happy.”

“We got off on the wrong foot. But if that’s how you want it, fine.” He exhaled sharply.

“That’s exactly how it’s going to be.”

I slammed the car door hard when he finally let me out, drawing the attention of the few people milling about. I ignored them completely.

I just needed to keep flying under the radar at university and focus on my dream. No problems, no distractions, and I could reach my goals.
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“YOU’RE THIRTY MINUTES late,” Caleb complained the moment I rushed into the skating arena.

I’d already been to the locker room to change, and now I was hurrying to lace up my skates, even though my thoughts were scrambled and I felt awful.

“Sorry, I moved and there was... an issue,” I started, hating the way he was looking at me.

His gaze was weary, as if he were giving up. I noticed his clothes; Caleb wasn’t in his practice gear, which was a bad sign.

“There’s always an issue. This is the only time we have to train because you’re never free, and look at you, you can’t even make our one slot.” His voice was thick with frustration as he checked his wristwatch.

“I’m here now. Do you think I’m late on purpose? This is my dream, damn it. I’m giving it everything.” I pointed to my own chest, not wanting to be judged right now.

“But not enough.”

“Caleb...”

“It’s not working, Nina. We’re not going to win any competitions like this. This is important to me, and I don’t want to go on like this.” He shot me a disappointed look.

“What are you saying?” I stood up, trying not to look terrified.

This had to be a nightmare. I couldn’t lose my partner.

“I think you should look for another partner, because I’m going to do the same,” he replied, upset, avoiding my eyes.

I took a deep breath, trying not to panic and to think of something, anything, to fix this.

“Are you crazy? We can’t do that now, not this close to the season. We’ve been together for two years. You know how hard it is to find a pairs match.”

“Can’t be harder than training with you.”

“Caleb, you can’t...” My voice sounded desperate.

“I’m out, Nina.” Those were his final words as he turned his back, grabbed his bag, and walked away.

He was leaving me in the lurch. Caleb was abandoning me.

I inhaled and exhaled deeply a few times, feeling my world collapse around me, with no strength left to hold it up.

Everything in my life seemed to be going wrong, or maybe I was just one giant failure.

“Goddamn it!” I let out a short, angry cry, wondering what the hell I was going to do now.

Finding a partner at this stage wouldn’t be easy; everyone was already paired up. Caleb and I had had a rhythm, a synchronicity. Building that with someone new was hard.

Maybe this was the end of a dream that had barely even begun.
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[image: ]




Nina Carson

IT’S BEEN THREE DAYS since Caleb left me, and I couldn’t make him change his mind, nor could I find anyone to replace him. Our coach gave me hope that some rookie might sign up for figure skating, but even so, it was a long shot—especially to find someone who could connect with me in such a short time.

If I didn’t find a partner as soon as possible, I’d be disqualified from the pairs competitions and lose my spot on the college figure skating team. It was my dream slipping through my fingers, and I couldn’t do a thing to save it.

“Why don’t you ask your brother for help?” Lily asked as I leaned on the counter beside her.

She also worked at the diner and was one of the few people who actually talked to me. Lily noticed I was tense and, on impulse, I ended up telling her what had happened. She listened patiently, being kind.

“Besides him not having time for that, he’d laugh in my face,” I replied, thinking the idea was horrible.

Besides, hockey players have no knack for figure skating, and my brother never liked it, so for Martins, helping me would be torture.

“For you, maybe he’d make time and put in the effort.”

“No, it’d be a disaster.” I dismissed the absurd idea.

“He can’t be that bad.”

“He’s a hockey player.”

“That’s why he can help you—he already knows how to skate well.”

“But not how to dance.”

“Look, he’s coming over there. It’s your chance to ask for help.”

She jerked her chin toward the hockey team, or at least half of it, entering the diner, being as loud as ever.

Lily fled, saying she wouldn’t serve them, and I slid over on my roller skates to where they’d settled in the back, pushing two tables together because there were so many of them.

They were laughing at some joke, and I took a step back when one of them dragged his chair, almost bumping into me. But I ended up bumping into someone else as I moved away, and that person grabbed my waist, keeping me from falling and causing a scene.

“Well, look at you, taller on those skates,” Declan mocked from behind me, making me tense with the closeness of his breath on my neck.

I didn’t usually see him at home because when I got back from work, I locked myself in my room, and I’d been waking up early to take the bus to university.

But I could feel him everywhere, like a shadow, and it was extremely irritating.

“You can let go of me now,” I said quietly, trying not to draw attention from the people around us, but it was too late—everyone was already looking.

I didn’t want to lose my job for being a klutz who bumps into customers.

“Watch where you’re going, little Nina.”

Declan slowly removed his hands from me and pulled out a chair to sit with his friends, pretending nothing had happened.

I tried not to stare at him for too long because I was so annoyed people would notice.

Declan didn’t usually come to eat here, and when he did, Lily served him, so I never had to deal with getting irritated by him. But now there was nowhere to hide, even though he wasn’t my main problem at the moment.

“Can I take your orders?” I grabbed the notepad and a pen from the pocket of my blue dress.

“How about you give me your phone number instead?” the guy to my right asked with a slight smile.

His friends fell silent, staring at us with amusement and expectation as if I were the main attraction of their entertainment.

I was surprised for a moment because the guy seemed serious. I didn’t like hockey players, and they usually only noticed the tanned, long-legged girls who threw around easy smiles.

I was none of those things. In fact, I was very pale because the town I’d lived in almost my whole life didn’t get much sun. I was short, and my blonde hair fell to my shoulders, though right now it was tied back for work. My uniform was stained with sauce, and I smelled like bacon and fryer grease, so at that exact moment, I wasn’t looking my best and wasn’t the kind of person who’d attract a hockey player’s attention.

“She’s my sister, you idiot!” Martin yelled from across the table, though he didn’t seem that angry—he knew I could defend myself just fine.

“Are you kidding? Why didn’t you tell us your sister was the hot waitress at my favorite diner?” The guy slapped his hands on the table, incredulous.

So apparently, I was also hot, and I didn’t know whether to take that as a compliment or a joke, since I didn’t even have a decent pair of breasts.

“Nobody asked,” Martin shrugged.

Few people knew Martin was my brother. We didn’t go around showing affection in public, mostly because we hardly ever saw each other. So I wasn’t as popular as him, nor did I go around saying my brother was on the hockey team.

“I could’ve gotten her number a long time ago.”

I followed this idiotic exchange, noticing that everyone at the table was paying attention to me now, and I was surprised this was even happening.

“Ah, no you couldn’t have,” Declan cut in, his voice somewhat mocking.

I shifted my gaze to him. He had his arms crossed, staring down his teammate with a challenging look.

“What’s your problem, Fischer?”

“She wouldn’t give you her number even if you begged, Michael,” he replied confidently, and now his eyes were on me, observing my every reaction.

I really wouldn’t have given him my number—I didn’t have time for dates or romance, and I hated players who thought they were special just for existing. But I felt challenged by Declan, even if it was kind of childish.

“Are you going to order, or do you want to discuss me a little longer while pretending I’m not here?” I asked, trying to sound disinterested. A few of them laughed.

They all gave me their orders, and Michael was last, looking dejected now.

When I finished writing everything down, I took his hand, surprising him, and used the pen to write down my number.

“I’m really busy, but you can try to talk to me,” I said when I finished writing.

“You bet I will.”

The table erupted in celebratory shouts, and a stupid smile spread across Michael’s face, as if he’d just won a game.

I looked at Declan, noticing he wasn’t as happy as the others, and I hoped he understood that he knew nothing about me.
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THAT NIGHT, I FOUND myself sitting on the sofa, jotting down the names of possible people who could become my partner. I even considered the idea of paying someone, but I didn’t have enough money—I was saving up for a car and to rent an apartment.

I was crossing off one of the names who’d turned me down when the front door opened and Declan walked through it wearing his team jersey. They must have been training late, because Martin still wasn’t home.

He closed the door, and I heard his footsteps through the room, hoping he’d go straight to his bedroom, but he didn’t hear my thoughts and was soon speaking to me.

“Just get back from work?” His voice was calm and sounded tired.

“A little while ago,” I replied without looking at him.

“How do you get around without a car?” The questions continued.

It was as if he only wanted to irritate me by talking to me.

“The bus. Ever heard of it?” I mocked, even though I already knew the answer.

Declan had always had everything he wanted. His parents were rich and supported all his endeavors. His mother, Ava, was a lawyer and one of the best mothers I’d ever known, and his father, Robert, was a retired hockey player who’d been very successful.

Declan had looked up to him since he was a kid, and I believed my brother’s inspiration for hockey came from his best friend. They’d always been attached at the hip, and whatever Declan did, Martin wanted to do too.

Sometimes, I felt a twinge of envy at that friendship. It was as if Martin were more connected to Declan than to me, his own sister, and it wasn’t fair.

“Since you won’t take a ride with me, why don’t you ask your brother?”

“I don’t want to bother him. I’m fine.”

We fell silent, and just when I thought he’d leave me alone, I felt the sofa sink under his weight as he flopped down beside me.

“You didn’t have to give your number to that idiot just to provoke me,” Declan commented a while later, sounding frustrated.

I pulled my attention from my notebook and stared at him, not believing what I was hearing. I’d even forgotten what happened at the diner that afternoon, but it seemed me giving my number to his teammate hadn’t pleased him.
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